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A. Introduction and description of main event. 

The Des Moines Arts Festival®, Iowa’s only free, three-day celebration of the arts, attracted more than 235,000 
guests June 23-25 to Downtown Des Moines’ Western Gateway Park to celebrate its 20th annual Festival with an 
exciting lineup of visual art, live entertainment, film, community outreach, interactive activities, eclectic foods, craft 
beer, and fine wines.  

At the heart of the Festival is the juried art fair featuring 178 professional artists selected from more than 1,000 
applicants by a panel of jurors during a rigorous and competitive process.  The commitment to visual art extends to 
all ages through the Festival’s Emerging Iowa Artist program which highlighted the work of 11 Iowa residents 
currently enrolled in an institution of higher education and the Des Moines Art Center’s Student Art Exhibition 
program which allowed more than 400 students grades K-12 to showcase their talent. 

Adults and children of all ages engaged in a variety of hands-on, arts-related activities that included everything from 
salsa dancing lessons to marble painting to creating their own t-shirt. MidAmerican Energy’s BOOM ART! mural and 
Pinot's Palette self-guided painting lessons provided large-scale opportunities for guests to share their art with the 
community. If guests didn’t want to get their hands dirty, exhibiting artists demonstrated their craft with more than 
25 artist demonstrations and workshops. 

The Interrobang Film Festival (IFF) celebrated the art of film throughout the three-day weekend. Forty-eight films 
were screened in total, including the world premiere of OUTED, a Des Moines-based web series and the Palme d’Or 
nominated Lunch Time which recently premiered at the invitation-only Cannes Film Festival. Guests also enjoyed 
talk-backs and workshops with film producers. 

The local community engaged with the Festival through several community outreach programs including the 
Volunteer Program, Patron Program, Non-Profit Partner Program, DART Art Bus unveiling, and the Des Moines 
Storytellers Project. An army of 870 volunteers supported the Festival through a variety of opportunities.     

The Festival’s green program provided guests the opportunity to reduce, reuse, and recycle throughout the event at 
17 custom-designed Zero Waste Stations. The Sustainability Program is in its fourth year of a strategic plan to 
achieve zero waste. 

Live entertainment took the stage at two locations. Headliners Saint Motel and Big Head Todd and the Monsters 
were watched by thousands of guests on the Hy-Vee Main Stage. The Acoustic Stage featured folk and Americana 
standouts, Joe Purdy and The Pines.  

The high-flying theatrical antics of eVenti Verticali’s WANTED show and live street theatre performances by physical 
comedians Bill Robison and Fantastick Patrick burst the Performing Arts bubble at this year’s Festival. 

The Des Moines Arts Festival has truly put Des Moines, Iowa on the map, drawing more than 3.4 million guests to 
the three-day event during the past 20 years. The Festival has something for everyone to enjoy and it’s all free to 
attend thanks to the continued support of sponsors in our community. 



46  |  BEST VOLUNTEER PROGRAM     

 

B. Description and purpose/objective of Volunteer Program 

Each year since the Des Moines Arts Festival® began in 1998, the Festival’s success has been due in large part to 
hundreds of volunteers who devote their time and energy during the three-day weekend as well as throughout the 
rest of the year. The program is identified through three (3) distinct groups of volunteers: Event Management Team 
(EMT), Nonprofit Partners, and General Volunteers. 

In 2007, the Festival started a program to recruit and provide managerial ownership to key volunteers. The Event 
Management Team (EMT), today comprised of 43 members, is in charge of the general volunteers on-site 
throughout the Festival weekend. Each member of the team is in charge of a specific area, including Artist Relations, 
Food Operations, Sponsor Relations, Volunteer Relations, Stage Management, Beverage Management, and more. 
This structural change was essential to allow these key individuals to obtain as much from their participation as 
possible while still receiving the Festival’s full support.  

The inclusion of Nonprofit Partners began in 2009 as another method of giving back to local nonprofit organizations 
while supporting Festival infrastructure needs. Nonprofit Partners are selected to manage the Festival’s beverages 
stations through an application process. In exchange for the volunteer support provided by the organization, they 
each receive 15% of the net profit from the beverage station they manage plus any tips collected.  Profits earned by 
these organizations have supported a variety of initiatives in the community from dance performances to a new 
soccer field. 

As a small 501(c)3 non-profit organization, the Festival employs a very small staff. Reliance on a strong, general 
volunteer base is critical, and therefore the Festival goes to great lengths to build and maintain a strong volunteer 
force that includes individuals from around the community. 

C. Target audience/attendance/number of participants 

General volunteer opportunities are available for people ages 16 years and older, in 12 core areas, to assist with 
guests, artists, and vendors.  In 2017, 870 volunteers filled 1,149 shifts working 3,720 volunteer hours serving more 
than 235,000 guests. 

D. Duration of program (start to finish) and years program has been part of event 

A volunteer program has been an important part of the event since its inception. 2017 marks the volunteer 
program’s 20th year. 

E. Volunteer demographics (age, gender, individuals, charities, schools etc.) 

In total, 69% of volunteers this year were female and 31% were male. 54% of volunteers were new, 21% of 
volunteers were between the ages of 16-24, 39% were between the ages of 24-39, and 40% were 40 years and 
above. Volunteers represented 9 high schools, 5 colleges/universities, 12 corporations, and 6 nonprofit 
organizations. In many cases, the corporations’ employees volunteered to fulfill their companies’ required annual 



46  |  BEST VOLUNTEER PROGRAM     

 

volunteer hours. High school students participated in their schools’ community service/volunteer program (“Silver 
Cord Program”) to assist with achieving their annually required service hours. 

F. Volunteer job descriptions 

Artist Relations — Artist Relations volunteers are the first line of support for the artists. They served as booth-
sitters, as well as hosts for refreshments, daily DMAF newsletters and newspapers during the Festival. 

Des Moines Arts Festival® Sculpture Garden — Volunteers help to keep the Sculpture Garden safe and secure and 
make sure guests do not handle or play on the sculptures. Those volunteering in this area also help keep the 
Sculpture Garden area clean and free of trash. 

Environmental Impact Team — Volunteers monitored 17 Zero Waste Stations located throughout the Festival site. 
These stations allowed guests to dispose of their waste into three categories: Compostables, recyclables and landfill 
items. Volunteers assisted guests with disposing of their waste appropriately and showed them the best practices 
for disposal. A humorous and friendly video featuring volunteers was even placed on social media to demonstrate 
how the stations should be used.  

Hospitality Suites — Volunteers helped monitor the Festival’s hospitality suites by assisting guests and ensuring the 
space remained neat and tidy. 

Information Booth — The Information Booth volunteers assisted guests by answering questions, directing guests to 
appropriate locations and tending to their needs. 

Interrobang Film Festival — Volunteers monitored guests and equipment at the Interrobang Film Festival. 
Volunteers were also responsible for greeting guests and keeping the screening rooms clean and ready for the next 
films. 

Merchandise Sales — Volunteers assisted in the sale of official Festival merchandise at two Arts Festival Shops. They 
assisted guests with finding merchandise in correct sizes and selection. Select volunteers handled sales on cash 
registers and credit card machines. 

Student Art Exhibition — The Student Art Exhibition (SAE) exhibit showcases artwork from local students in grades 
K–12. Volunteers in this area helped by greeting patrons and assisting them in finding specific pieces of artwork. 

Setup — This crew of volunteers assisted staff with the setup of the Festival site including hanging banners and 
signage, assembling sandwich boards and other general site needs. 

Teardown — Teardown volunteers assisted staff with the tear-down of the Festival site, including removal of 
banners and signage, sandwich board disassembly, organizing and boxing up remaining merchandise and other 
general site needs. 

T-shirt Design Tent — Volunteers assisted guests in designing their own souvenir t-shirt with markers, stocking 
markers, as well as ensuring the area within the tent was kept neat and tidy. 
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Volunteer Relations — This group of volunteers was the initial contact for incoming volunteers in Volunteer 
Headquarters. They helped greet and check in volunteers, distributed t-shirts, directed volunteers to assigned areas, 
and kept Volunteer Headquarters organized. They were also asked to be “floaters” and were assigned to other 
volunteer areas when necessary. 

G. Recruitment methods/materials/applications 

With such a massive volunteer need, the Festival constantly works to recruit new volunteers. Although the primary 
source of recruitment comes from the Festival EMTs and through the official Festival website and social media 
channels, other forms of recruitment are also implemented. A hands-on approach was taken by handing out 
promotional materials at local community events and volunteer fairs. Press releases and postings detailing the 
Festival’s many volunteer opportunities were distributed to local media in the months preceding the event. This 
year, the focus was targeting groups that could tackle specific areas of the Festival. Volunteer Coordinator, Morgan 
Dowdall, matched a group’s interests, business models, or classwork with a volunteer shift at the Festival. All 
sponsor organizations were asked to distribute information on volunteering through their internal channels 
including newsletters and the internet. Many of these organizations were instrumental in recruitment. Opportunities 
were also posted on other online volunteer databases and communicated through mass emails. 

H. Communication methods/materials 

Volunteer signup is handled through an online volunteer registration and check-in system called VolunteerLocal, 
making the signup process and scheduling of volunteers incredibly streamlined and easy to facilitate 
(desmoinesartsfestival.org/volunteer). The system was specifically designed for the Festival by Brian Hemesath, who in 
2003 answered the call from Festival leadership to create a fast, inexpensive, and electronic way to recruit and manage 
volunteers. As a result, VolunteerLocal was created, and today serves not only the Festival but also many major events 
including the AAU Junior Olympics and USA Triathlon. VolunteerLocal is proudly based in Des Moines, IA. 

I. Training guides/programs/handbooks/materials 

In keeping with the Festival’s sustainability efforts, all training materials are stored and distributed electronically.  
The Festival’s Volunteer website page provides detailed descriptions of each volunteer area and what the 
volunteer’s responsibilities will be in that area. Job descriptions, expectations and details about volunteering are 
posted on VolunteerLocal. Once the volunteer indicates an interest in volunteering by signing up, an automated 
email is sent with detailed information about the specific job they signed up for. In addition, emails are sent as 
follow-ups as we get closer the event and more details become available. For example, all volunteers are sent check-
in information, parking, the Festival site map, and general volunteering instructions in the weeks and days leading 
up to the Festival. 

J. Organization & schedule information/materials 

Each year, the Festival launches volunteer opportunities in early March on the Festival’s website through 
VolunteerLocal. An initial communication is sent out to past volunteers, giving them a chance to sign up for their 
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preferred shifts before the Festival begins marketing these volunteer opportunities to the general public. Around 
mid-March, the Festival volunteer opportunities are posted on many volunteer sites targeting central Iowa as well as 
announced on social media sites. Throughout the spring, Festival staff makes posts to social media, attends 
volunteer fairs, and runs advertisements focused on volunteer recruitment. Additionally, the network on internal 
corporate communications contacts is notified with a standardized message. These messages are sent via internal 
communications to major companies throughout the Des Moines metro area. 

After a volunteer has signed up for one or more shifts, they receive a confirmation email listing the details of their 
shift(s) as well as a “Thank you” message for signing up. In the weeks leading up to the Festival, each registered 
volunteer receives reminders and updates detailing where they should check in, what they need to bring with them, 
and where to park. After the Festival, volunteers receive a follow-up email thanking them for their help at the 
Festival and asking for feedback. Festival staff considers this feedback and makes changes as appropriate to the 
following year to ensure the volunteer experience at the Festival continues to be an enjoyable one. 

K. Volunteer perks/benefits 

The Festival provides complimentary t-shirts, snacks, and beverages for all volunteers throughout the three-day 
event. In addition, the Festival hosts a welcome party for all volunteers to discuss their roles and responsibilities, 
provides them with volunteer information, and sponsors a kick-off event including a free, catered breakfast. After 
the Festival, volunteers are thanked via email and/or personal phone calls. 

Each volunteer receives a free Festival volunteer T-shirt.  Yellow t-shirts were used to distinguish Artist Relations 
volunteers from the “General” volunteers wearing gray and yellow t-shirts.  This helped artists locate these 
volunteers more quickly.  Environmental Impact volunteers wore green t-shirts.  Additionally, EMTs and staff could 
be easily identified in gray and red Event Management Team t-shirts.  Water was provided to all volunteers in water 
coolers as opposed to disposable one-time use bottles. 

The volunteer program is a self-sustaining program as our EMTs lead the program with minimal staff supervision.  
Each EMT oversees a specific area of the Festival and is expected to be on-site throughout the weekend.  
Additionally, they are encouraged to recruit volunteers throughout May and June, and to attend monthly meetings 
with Festival staff. The EMTs are asked for input in the planning of the event, and are provided hospitality on-site. 

L. Appreciation/recognition methods/materials 

Each volunteer receives a “Thank You” email (or phone call if email is not applicable) in the weeks and days leading 
up to the Festival to recognize our appreciation for their interest in volunteering. A post-Festival “Thank You” email 
(or phone call) is sent to each volunteer to again share our appreciation for their help and time commitment.  

M. Retention methods/materials 

The Festival keeps a database of volunteers from each year and those volunteers are contacted via email (or phone) 
when the next year’s volunteer recruitment begins. The message is specifically tailored to them, recognizing that 
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they are a past volunteer and we appreciate their help in the past and encourage them to volunteer again. This year, 
46% of our volunteers returned after volunteering at the 2016 Festival. 

N. Description of sponsor/charity/volunteer/school/other group involvement with program and benefits to each 

Nonprofit Partners are nonprofit organizations recruited to sell beverages in each of the Festival’s food courts and 
independent stands. The organizations are selected through an application process and must show an ability to 
recruit the needed number of volunteers.  In exchange for the volunteer support provided by the organization, they 
each receive 15% of the net profit from the beverage station they manage plus any tips.  Profits earned by these 
organizations are used to underwrite arts and community building programs that align with the Festivals core values.  

Nine high schools and 12 corporations represented some of the volunteers. In many cases, the corporations’ 
employees volunteered to fulfill their companies’ required annual volunteer hours. High school students who 
participated in their schools’ community service/volunteer program (“Silver Cord Program”) to assist with achieving 
their annually required service hours. 21% of volunteers were between ages 16-24. 

ARAG served as presenting sponsor the volunteer program. ARAG received the following rights and benefits: 

· ARAG was identified as an Official Sponsor of the 2017 Des Moines Arts Festival®.  

· ARAG was identified as the sponsor of the Volunteer Program. 

· Name listed on website and all promotional/marketing materials. 

· ARAG logo appeared on Des Moines Arts Festival entry and exit signage. 

· ARAG logo appeared in sponsor recognition in the Official Festival Preview distributed state-wide by The Des 
Moines Register. 

· ARAG logo appeared in sponsor recognition feature in the Official Festival Program distributed on-site. 

· ARAG logo was rotated in Des Moines Arts Festival advertisements in The Des Moines Register. 

· ARAG logo appeared in association with the Des Moines Arts Festival Volunteer Program. 

· ARAG logo appeared on volunteer t-shirts and all signage relating to volunteers throughout the site. 

O. Overall revenue/expense budget of program 

Overall Revenue and Expense Budget: $1,097,325 / $1,084,615 

Program Revenue/Expense Budget: Revenue NA / Expenses $17,300 

P. Overall effectiveness/success of program 

This year’s volunteer program met its targeted goals to fill available spots. We worked to maximize the volunteer 
experience by limiting our volunteer numbers, which ensured volunteers were fully utilized throughout their 
volunteer shifts. This helped increase our efficiency as volunteers completed setup and teardown faster than ever 
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before. Volunteer satisfaction was at an all-time high, as tasks were delegated efficiently and effectively throughout 
the weekend. 

Q. Measurable results: ratio of volunteers to guests; # of volunteers; # of volunteer hours; # of volunteers in 
database; estimate of the financial value of your volunteers 

870 volunteers filled 1,149 shifts totaling 3,720 volunteer hours that served more than 235,000 guests. 69% of the 
volunteers were female and 31% male. The Festival’s volunteer database currently contains 2,790 names. And based 
on the dollar value of a volunteer hour for the state of Iowa being $24.14*, the financial value of the Festival 
volunteers is $89,800.80.  

*Reference : http://www.independentsector.org/volunteer_time 

Supporting Question  

What did you do to update/change this program from the year before? Were your updates/changes successful?   

Monthly targeted emails to past volunteers in the months leading up to the event helped secure more returning 
volunteers as well as requests for past volunteers to share our volunteer opportunities through their own networks 
and social media channels allowed for better word of mouth volunteer recruitment. These efforts helped provide 
the Festival with a 46% retention rate of previous festival volunteers.  

Maximizing volunteer efficiency. We want every volunteer’s shift to be fulfilling and enjoyable, so when we heard 
that volunteers felt bored at a few of our areas, we decided to shift things around this year by limiting volunteer 
shifts in key areas such as Setup, Artist Relations, and Merchandise Sales. Overall, we were able to reduce volunteer 
numbers while maximizing each volunteers’ time, making the volunteer program run smoothly and more efficiently 
than in previous years. 

Better organization and delegation of onsite tasks. We created a specific timeline of volunteer tasks with the 
number of volunteers needed for each task. With the appropriate staff management, we were able to efficiently 
execute specific tasks with fewer volunteers, making setup and teardown run more quickly and efficiently than in 
previous years. 

Eliminating recycling contamination – A local Boy Scout troop helped eliminate recycling contamination issues we 
had in past years by sorting the recycling waste into five different waste streams: Aluminum cans redeemable for 
deposit, plastic bottles redeemable for deposit, nonredeemable aluminum and plastic, landfill and compost. The Boy 
Scouts used the 3.63 tons of redeemable recycling to fundraise for their troop, and The Des Moines Arts Festival 
matched dollar-for-dollar what the Boy Scouts redeemed. Through these efforts, we had record-breaking zero 
contaminated recycling in 2017, and zero contaminated compost for the second year in a row.  
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Our Event Management Team consisted of 43 dedicated volunteers 
 who helped ensure the ongoing success of the Festival. 
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The Boy Scouts helped sort through all 75 recycling bins each day into 5 waste 
streams: Aluminum cans redeemable for deposit, plastic bottles redeemable for 
deposit, nonredeemable aluminum and plastic, landfill, and compost. 
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