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About Volunteer Role Descriptions
Written Volunteer role descriptions allow those Volunteer Managers and volunteers to document the nature of the agreed tasks. Volunteers without role descriptions often report feeling unsupported in their work, inadequately trained and without opportunities to participate in decisions that affect them and their work. They are more likely to experience uncertainty, conflict or confusion between paid workers and volunteers in their organisation.
These kinds of experiences can lead to retention issues, as volunteers vote with their feet and seek better-defined roles in organisations that have the processes and systems to support, recognise and reward them. Increasingly, volunteers expect that the way they are managed as a volunteer will reflect their experiences in the paid workforce.
This quick guide has been designed to help you design volunteer roles and prepare effective role descriptions. With well-designed volunteer roles, your volunteer programme will stand out from the crowd and be an exciting, attractive proposition to prospective volunteers.
What is a role description?
A good role description clarifies the responsibilities and support arrangements for a volunteer. It helps volunteers to be clear about what is expected of them and feel confident in their role. A role description also outlines how the role fits in with relation to the broader goals of the organisation.
A good role description is not simply a list of tasks that the volunteer will undertake and does not need to contain reams of information about your organisation. It should be clear, concise and easily readable in plain English.
Outcomes not tasks
Instead of just listing tasks, try to define the volunteer role in terms of what the volunteer is responsible for achieving. It is far more empowering and will give both the volunteer and the organisation far more freedom, flexibility, and room to grow the role if the areas of responsibility and objectives of the position are outlined, rather than a list of tasks.
As a leader of volunteers, you can always offer guidance or more detail about individual tasks. By focusing on responsibilities, you will also be leaving room for creative solutions. Tasks define how and what sort of work should be carried out and are disconnected from any broader, more meaningful purpose.
Responsibilities leave the ‘how’ up to the volunteer and define what really matters – what the work actually achieves. This will be particularly appealing for those volunteers who are also seeking paid employment, as it will help them to conceptualise and demonstrate the responsibilities they carry out in a workplace setting.
The above terminology also reinforces the notion that volunteers can and often do occupy positions of significant responsibility, and that they are entrusted with roles that really matter to the organisation.


Clear role descriptions increase the likelihood of appointing suitable candidates, leading to better outcomes and longer-term retention. Once you determine what skills, abilities and qualities are required you have a much clearer idea of the most suitable volunteer before you begin recruiting. It also helps you select from multiple volunteer applications and forms a basis for your interview questions.
· It gives you a point of recourse should you receive queries or complaints from candidates who were unsuccessful in applying for a volunteer position.
· Role descriptions facilitate feedback – they provide you with an agreed and documented basis from which you can provide guidance, advice and support, and is something that you can fall back on if you find yourself needing to ‘performance manage’ a volunteer.
· Role descriptions provide continuity and help with knowledge management. At some point, volunteers will leave an organisation, and many are required only for a short time each year (such as episodic volunteers). Ensuring that all roles have role descriptions which are kept on file helps to find replacements more quickly.
· Managers of volunteers also leave organisations and there is the risk of losing information about a role’s requirements if they have not documented it. Having a centralised file of role descriptions gives you an overview of how your volunteers are collectively contributing to your organisation and the range of skills they have.
· It conveys to potential volunteers that your organisation is serious about its management of volunteers, that they are an integral part of the organisation and possess the same legitimacy and status as paid employees.
· Role descriptions are useful risk management tools that protect the organisation and the volunteer.
Writing a role description gives you the opportunity to tailor a role to maximise the skills and interests for a particular volunteer while meeting the needs of your organisation.
From the organisation’s perspective, role descriptions are a vital planning and management tool.
Preparing role descriptions helps you assess all of your current volunteer roles and review how each of them fits into your current mission. How do the roles inter-relate and fit into the organisation structure? Can they be grouped into key functions of the organisation such as fundraising roles or client support roles? Is there a natural line of progression within functions so you can offer volunteers a pathway to roles with more responsibility (which could encourage long-term retention)?
Role descriptions help manage the expectations of volunteers.
Role descriptions feed into a systematic process of appraisal and review, and clarify who the volunteer takes instruction from and can look to for support. If you have an appraisal process for volunteers, explain that this will give them the opportunity to have a say in how their role fits into the bigger picture and to request training which develops their skills, and can help them to expand or further develop their role. In this way, role descriptions assist with the professional development of a volunteer.
Role descriptions assist in your volunteer recruitment strategy, and help you respond to opportunities that arise when individuals or groups want to volunteer with your organisation.
The process of writing role descriptions gives you the opportunity to re-evaluate or break down the components of a role so that your organisation can accommodate volunteers with time pressures, or tailor a role to maximise the skills and interests of a particular volunteer. This flexibility will make your volunteer roles more appealing and help you recruit new volunteers. Which components of a role might appeal to the type of volunteer you are trying to attract?
Role descriptions are useful risk management tools that protect the organisation and the volunteer. A volunteer may be acting outside the scope of their role or contrary to instruction. A role description documents what is in the scope of their duties.

See template below.


Volunteer Role Title
Name of the Organisation
Role Description
Please use this section to provide a brief introduction to the role. Give a brief description of the work, individual tasks, or projects that they will be engaged in. Provide a broad outline of the nature of the environment or workplace and how much of their time they will be expected to give. 
Key Tasks:
· Describe the specific tasks the volunteer will do.
· Use bullet points.
· Include as much detail as possible.
· If a volunteer is unclear about what they will be expected to do they will be less likely to apply.
Skills you will need:
· If specific skills are required list them here.
· Don’t be too specific or you will drastically reduce the number of people who will feel comfortable applying.
· If no specific skills are needed (for instance if training is provided) then say that.

	When and for how long:
	How long is each session? How many times a week/month etc. and what is the minimum commitment (1 month? 3 months? 6 months?)

	Where:
	Where will the volunteer be?

	
Training and Induction:
	Will you provide training or induction?

	Out-of-pocket Expenses:
	Will you cover travel or other expenses?

	Level of English Required and other languages:
	Is communication an important part of the volunteer role.

	Screening Details Required:
	Will there be formal/informal interviews, application forms, CVs, Garda Vetting etc?

	Age Restrictions:
	Minimum age?




Volunteers will be provided with the following supports:
· What support will be provided?
· Is there any recognition of a volunteer’s contribution?

Benefits you will receive as a volunteer:
How will the volunteer benefit from their participation? Is there a health or exercise benefit? Is there a learning aspect? Is it a particularly sociable activity? Can their volunteering lead to career advancement or paid employment?
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