RECRUITING AND RETAINING VOLUNTEERS: WHAT THE EXPERTS SAY.

Recruitment and Recognition Strategies, Submitted to the Tutor/Mentor Connection for a 1999 Best Practice Award


 This description of a "Tutor/Mentor Volunteer Recruitment and Recognition" activity was submitted by Lucia J. Palos and Pascale A. Raoul of the Metro Achievement Center. 

Metro Achievement Center, 310 S. Peoria Street, Chicago, Il
Phone (312) 226-4886 Fax: (312) 226-6545 
For seventeen years, the Metro Achievement Center has been committed to helping 4th through 12th grade inner-city girls achieve both academic and personal goals. Metro Achievement Center is an after-school supplementary educational program that serves a diverse population of girls. Unlike many programs that target remedial students or gifted students, Metro aims to reach the "forgotten" average student. We place a great deal of importance on the vitality of reaching for personal excellence by way of character education classes, and instilling a "spirit of service" into the girls through volunteering.

"As I read the description of the "Tutor/Mentor Volunteer Recruitment and Recognition Award" I had to chuckle a little bit. It said that the award recognizes creativity and persistence in recruiting volunteers..." When I was hired as Admissions/Volunteer Coordinator at the Metro Achievement Center last August I had no idea how much of a role the word "persistence" would begin to play in my life. I had heard a lot about how people who are striving for positions or roles in the world of Media had to be persistent, but little did I know that recruiting a dependable and consistent "corps" of volunteers for a tutoring/mentoring program would require a similar type of persistence.

I have found that the position of volunteer coordinator is 50% recruiting and 50% actually coordinating, and depending on the time of year it can turn into 70% recruiting and 30% coordinating. Being that our students are 60% African-American and 40% Latina one of Metro's goals in terms of recruiting is to target women of the same profile. We have started forming alliances with some local professional minority organizations. We have also started to survey our current tutors about what sort of cultural activities they participate in outside of Metro. They have become our "connections" to some very prominent organizations. (National Society of Hispanic MBA'S, Chicago chapter of National Association of Black Accountants, National Society of Black Engineer's etc.) This method of asking current tutors about their affiliations makes them feel more invested in Metro and gives them the opportunity to verbalize to fellow members the value of our organization. When we have the opportunity to give presentations to these groups, we have our tutor introduce us to their fellow members/colleagues. This has worked wonders for our retention efforts, as it promotes pride in our tutors. The more invested tutors feel, the more apt they are to stay year after year.

Recruiting the tutors effectively, however, is only half the battle. After they are "in the door" we have to ensure that their experiences here are worthwhile and fulfilling enough for them to want to come back. This issue of retention, I quickly learned, is one that all volunteer-based organizations face. At the two conferences I attended last year (Tutor/Mentor Leadership Conference being one of them) I felt like I had been inducted into a family of sorts. Everyone was able to commiserate with the next person's experiences. That was encouraging and it fostered a feeling of camaraderie among the coordinators themselves. This feeling of camaraderie is what sparked me to explore the area of retention further.

After a little time spent at Metro, we immediately sensed the need for increased camaraderie among the tutors. Aside from the great efforts of our Junior Board of Directors to encourage social interactions at various events throughout the year and the Volunteer of the Year Recognition award, we sensed that there was more we could be doing for the tutors. Obviously these efforts weren't completely effective because we were still losing tutors at the end of every session. A gentleman I met at a conference in November told me that "if you only lose 50% of your tutors at the end of each session, then you're in great shape and you're doing better than most organizations out there." Sharing that thought with my colleagues at Metro (and Midtown-the boys center) only spurred us on to do more to increase retention. Losing 50% of your tutors every year for whatever reasons, as they are not always a reflection of your programs quality, but often a result of life and work changes wasn't satisfactory to us. Yes, some tutors leave for professional reasons but what about those that don't. Why are they leaving? More importantly, what could make them stay? That is the question, and we at the Midtown Educational Foundation (of which Metro and Midtown are a part of) believe that we may have found the answer.

We received a generous grant that has enabled us to realize our dream of offering more to our tutors than just the usual "tutor training." The grant is specifically to be used for Volunteer Development. The training we are already doing, and will continue with is effective and addresses our tutor's needs and concerns as tutors, specifically. But what we have not been addressing, however, are their needs as more than tutors, but as "civic leaders." The men and women that volunteer in organizations are more than just professionals who see an opportunity to do some good locally, however meritorious that is. Many of these men and women are people with a larger vision. People who are interested in having an impact on their community, and larger society potentially. People who are fulfilling more than a personal desire to help out, but their civic duties and "societal obligations."

Therefore, the idea that we could help foster that desire through offerings of our foundation is what we see as a major key to retaining volunteers. In conjunction with the company from whom we received the grant we have developed "The Civic Leadership Speaker Series" in appreciation of our tutors. This is a quarterly series that will expose the tutors to prominent and highly regarded men and women who can help them move forward and excel as tutors in our organization as well as professionals and people with vision. The reasoning behind this speaker series and other initiatives of its kind is this: If you initially participate in an organization or activity with a certain expectation but emerge having gained more than you expected you are more apt to want to stay and certainly more apt to promote the high quality and "perks" of that organization to friends, coworkers and others. It's an attempt to address their needs as more than simply tutors or mentors, but as "leaders and advocates" for your program.

We have observed the merits and success of this approach already, as some tutors have come forth with their feedback about MEF (Midtown Educational Foundation) as a whole. They have made suggestions for future speakers and future events. We have received the majority of our calls as of late as a result of referrals from current tutors. These calls are a true measure of success. We attribute some of our success, of course to our usual practices-greeting tutors as they come and go, rewarding them for the "little things", remembering birthdays, etc. but we feel as though this is one of the efforts that will prove even more effective. The end result, of course, being to provide our precious students with the best mentoring and tutoring available. We feel strongly that we are, indeed, providing them with that much ... and more.
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