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In the spring of 2011, TRS – The Reg-
istration staff interviewed nine expert 
volunteer managers seeking to under-
stand their secrets in managing large 
numbers of people in complex event 
environments. Our team gathered these 
“tips from the volunteer management 
trenches” to share with IFEA readers and, 
we admit there was a selfish purpose, 
to double check our own assumptions 
about the priorities of our clients.

Jumping forward to 2013, we think it 
is time to check back in with a new team 
of volunteer experts and once again share 
the results. A few weeks ago we armed 
our Ball State University intern, Ashley 
Dunahee, with a list of questions and the 
charge to contact some heavy hitters in 
the event management world:
•	 Kylie	Kidder,	Manager	of	Volunteers	

& Children’s Programming, French 
Quarter Festival

•	 Mona	Langenberg,	Director	of	Support	
Services, Go! St. Louis

•	 Shirley	Cooper,	Business	Manager/
Volunteer Coordinator, Detroit Jazz 
Festival

•	 Ashley	Morris,	Program	Director,	
Celebrate Fairfax

•	 Valerie	Grudzien,	Program	Manager,	
500 Festival

•	 Paula	Ferguson,	Volunteer	Assistant	
Chair, The Memorial Tournament.

Ashley came back with some interest-
ing observations; we hope you will find 
the results interesting.

How are you using Social 
Media to improve your  
volunteer program?

Just a few years ago it was hard to find 
event organizations that maintained a 
good Facebook site and even fewer who 
were effectively using Twitter. Today the 
majority of event organizations have a 
consistent and often strong presence on 
social media. TRS and many other volun-
teer management systems now offer links 
and integration to these major social 

media stalwarts. We assume that manag-
ers are working with volunteers to create 
family, friend and work connections with 
their events.

And this is accurate. The managers 
indicated that they use social media to 
build a positive image leading up to their 
event and to keep volunteers up-to-date 
on any major changes during the event 
including the biggest event concern, bad 
weather. Valerie Grudzien (500 Festival) 
uses social media outlets to recruit and 
communicate quickly. “We use social 
media if we need to recruit volunteers 
for specific positions or need to get an 
important message out rapidly to a large 
number of people.”

The volunteer managers note that some 
volunteers do not have access or interest 
in social media and others do not check 
their accounts regularly. What was the 
volunteer managers’ consensus on social 
media? Answer: A great supplementary 
communications tool; however, not de-
pendable enough to reach all volunteers 
consistently or quickly.

What is the most important 
Volunteer Communication Tool?

Volunteer communication still comes 
down to the basics.
1. Recruitment messages with links to 

sign-up for volunteer activities
2. Reminder messages to attend training 

and review your volunteer schedule
3. Change and update message to ensure 

volunteers stay “in the know”
4. Requesting feedback or evaluations 

after the event
5. Letters of appreciation
6. Invitations to return for the next event.

Individual phone calls and old fash-
ioned mail are too time consuming (and 
expensive!). All the expert volunteer coor-
dinators interviewed for this article stated 
that email is the best way to communi-
cate with their volunteers. Kylee Kidder 
(French Quarter Festival) said, “The 
bottom line is the majority of people are 

email accessible.” The TRS system, like 
many other systems, has customizable 
email options that clients use to get email 
messages out to large numbers of their 
volunteers or just specific shifts or jobs. In 
the original article, Tips From the Trench-
es, written in Spring 2011, email was the 
most used form of communication. It is 
two years later and email still outweighs 
all other forms of communication.

Are you using new and  
innovative techniques to 
recruit volunteers?

Two years ago our expert team of 
managers told us that the most successful 
recruiting happens by connecting with 
the friends and families of existing vol-
unteers. They emphasized that managers 
will only recruit from your existing base 
of volunteers if you invest the time and 
energy in building volunteer relation-
ships and a professionally run volun-
teer program. We also noted that many 
managers work closely with corporate 
sponsors to extend volunteer opportuni-
ties to employees.

This year there were some new strat-
egies. Ashley Morris (Celebrate Fairfax) 
is using innovative approaches to attract 
younger volunteers. “We use Craigslist, 
high school students, sororities or frater-
nities, environmental groups, or dating 
service where singles meet up and hang 
out,” said Ashley. The emphasis on vol-
unteer hours is especially high for college 
bound high school students. Check with 
the National Honor Society coordinator 
and/or the Band Booster President to see 
if they are looking for opportunities to 
share with their students.

How do you keep your volun-
teers coming back each year?

Many of our responses this year echoed 
earlier replies to this question. Recom-
mendations included:
1. Develop relationships with your volun-

teer team leaders
2. Clearly communicate expectations
3. Recognize the strong performers
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4. Address problems or complaints
5. Weed out your bad volunteers; they 

will spoil the experience and your 
good volunteers will leave.

But this year there was a stronger 
emphasis on making personal contact 
with all the volunteers. Mona Langenberg 
(Go! St. Louis) said, “We use phone calls 
to follow up with each of our volunteers 
and make certain that they will show up 
for their registered shifts.” The remind-
er phone calls are a personal reminder 
that the organization is counting on the 
volunteer’s commitment but also helps 
create a personal bond. Valerie (500 
Festival) also noted the importance of 
creating a personal connection with event 
volunteers. “For our smaller events, our 
volunteer team checks in all volunteers by 
hand. Our larger events we count on our 
key committee members to check in their 
own volunteers. The committee members 
recognize each volunteer by name and 
helps create a team effect.”

Can you provide recommen-
dations for a great volunteer 
rewards program?

Rewarding volunteers is another way to 
help retain volunteers for the next year. 
In the past our expert volunteer managers 
stressed the importance of being consis-
tent in the management and awarding 
of incentives. It is critical to be fair and 
equal in your treatment of all the event 
volunteers.

This year our volunteer managers reit-
erated the importance of communicating 
your rewards program clearly.

Shirley Cooper (Detroit Jazz Festival) 
oversees a rewards program based on the 
number of hours that a volunteer works 
at the event. Shirley said, “If volunteers 
work more than 12 hours in less than 
four days, then they get to attend a 
recognition party. There is a gift giveaway 
where volunteers can receive new musical 
cds, a poster, jackets, or hats.”

The Memorial Tournament has a differ-
ent approach to their rewards program. 
Paula Ferguson (The Memorial Tourna-
ment) noted, “If our volunteers work 8 
hours or less they get a badge to get into 
the tournament with a single day pass for 
a guest. If volunteers work 12 or more 
hours they receive two passes for guests. It 
is a valued incentive to share the tourna-
ment with their families.”

How should I address  
volunteer management in  
our crisis planning?

Since the first tips article there have 
been a series of serious weather related 
accidents at large music festivals and the 
tragic Boston Marathon bombing. The 

safety of event guests, volunteers and staff 
is a major concern and standard operat-
ing procedures are being reviewed by the 
majority of event organizers interviewed 
for this article.

Ashley Morris (Celebrate Fairfax) 
commented, “We send out our emergency 
plans to police, firefighter staff, and lead-
ership teams. There was a stage collapse 
code and we had to make sure our stage 
met the new regulations that were set.” 
Staff and volunteers need to know that all 
proper precautions have been acted upon 
prior to the event.

Go! St. Louis is evaluating their emer-
gency plan in a different way. “We hired 
security staff and we’re looking into more 
secure event areas. We’ve also considered 
having the bomb squad and dogs on site. 
There are concerns that response times 
are too slow if responders are on call.” 
said Mona Langenberg (Go! St. Louis).

All the volunteer managers stressed 
the importance of having a crisis plan in 

place. It’s always better to be over-pre-
pared, than under-prepared.

The TRS staff hopes that these tips 
from our expert panel are helpful to your 
event. If you have any questions about 
volunteer management feel free to con-
tact us, we provide more than software!

Top 10 Tips for  
Volunteer On-Site Check In

Our expert volunteer managers emphasized the fol-
lowing “must do” list for ensuring that event volun-
teers have a fun and safe experience. Check off those 
items that your event does well and look into those 
items that could use some improvement.
1. Host an informative training before the event, so 

volunteers will know where to check in, get their 
uniform, and the correct credentials.

2. Secure a strong internet connection (e.g. purchase a 
hot spot or jet pack from cellular provider)

3. Have a solid training session with your check-in 
team

4. Always have a back-up plan
5. Ask committee members to check in their own vol-

unteers
6. Encourage volunteer coordinators to be flexible 

and patient
7. Provide meaningful and accurate information to 

the event volunteers
8. Have a designated and organized area for volunteer 

check in
9. Account for all registered volunteers (e.g. On-site, 

Excused, Re-Assigned, No-Shows)
10. Ensure volunteers report to assigned areas.
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