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ln every workshop on volunteer management I am asked the question, "How do you fire
just
a volunieer?" Volunteers don't get patd. Why would I want to fire them? Couldn't we
let them continue doing what they want to do when they want to?
Unfortunately, it isn't that simple. Volunteer roles are very important to the mission of the
organization, and if the job isn't getting done or if the volunteer is lowering the morale of
th6 other votunteers, we have aiesponsibility to correct the situation. lt could be that the
reason we want to get rid of a high maintenance volunteer is because they are not.
fulfilling their respoisibilities, or it could be that they are just impossible to work with'
Howevier, before we make that decision, we need to make sure that we have taken
every performance-coaching step to correct the situation. Performance coaching, the
one-on-one meetings that nlppen between the manager and the volunteer, may provide
an opportunity to resolve our concerns. Some organizations, like the California State
Railroad Museum, have formal performance reviews for all volunteers and regular
performance management meetings.
lf the volunteer manager has developed very specific job descriptions and expectations,
the manager can talklo the volunteer whenihose expectations are not being met. All of
these alteinatives are both easier to implement and managerially smarter than making a
decision to terminate a volunteer. They recognize that there are many reasons why a
person may be behaving inappropriately, and that so.ryte of these reasons have answers
other than separating th-at person from the program. We strongly urge that you to
consider each of theie alternatives before deciding to fire any volunteer. The goals of
performance-coaching are to get the project back on target. lf the volunteer does not do
the job, it is time to find a replacement'
Before you have the firing meeting, be sure to check out the legal ramifications of such
a decision.

Legal lssues
It is not outside the realm of possibility that a terminated volunteer could sue you and ,
your organization. Even if no one sues, carefully following a clearly defined process will

assure everyone in the organization that people were treated fairly. Emotional and
unexpected dismissals could cause upheaval in your organization. Legal issues are
neuei simple, and every nonprofit agency is unique. Always check with your
organization's lawyer before making any legal decisions. Many liability concerns can be
av-oided by carefully screening volunteers before they get involved.
ln addition to job descriptions you would be well advised to develop a volunteer manual
that clearly oulines the duties and responsibilities of your volunteers. This is especially
important it you do face the need to terminate someone. The more documentation you
have, with conditions and policies for termination, the safer you will be. To be doubly
safe, be sure to distribute the policies to new volunteers. Some organizations even have
the volunteers sign a letter of agreement outlining the expectations on the part of the
organization and the volunteer. Board members are handled a different way since their
s"ric" (and termination of such) is covered by the bylaws of the organization'
Terminaiing a board member is a matter for the board as a whole to act according to the
bylaws.

Legal Justification
There are two legaljustifications for firing a volunteer. The first is simply that the goal of
an organization ii to deliver quality service to the members and/or clients. The
organization must have policies and practices, which call for the volunteer to be
ac-countable for the highest levels of performance. lf the volunteer is a barrier to that
delivery, then the agency has a legal obligation to take some sort of action. But these
expectitions of quality service and the service required by both paid and volunteer staff
need to be spelled out in a policy manual.
A second legaljustification has to do with giving significance (value) to volunteer
service. ay illowing just any quality of service for the volunteer, the organization
conveys the impreision that the volunteer work done is irrelevant and insignificant' An
organization that does not care enough to enforce quality of volunteer work
cohmunicates to other volunteers that their volunteer work is insignificant.

Developing a System for Making Firing Decisions
lf you do, however, encounter a situation in which none of the performance coaching
aliernatives work, it is helpful to have in place a system for dealing with problems. Some
agencies have been sued by terminated volunteers, and many agencies have
eicountered political and community relations problems. The system that follows is
designed to help the volunteer manager both in making and in justifying the decision to
terminate a volunteer. Essentially, it has three parts:

Part l: Communication of Clear Expectations
The first stage of the system is development and clear communication of position
expectationi. The organization needs a set of official policies regarding volunteer
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The advantages of this system are two-fold. First, they assist the volunteer manager in
making tne rignt decision, and in feeling comfortable about making that decision' The
systeil is fair to both the volunteer and the agency if properly followed and tends to
pioduce 'correct' answers. lt also allows the volunteer manager to divert to a less drastic
solution as approPriate.
Second, the system helps develop a case for firing that can be utilized to explain the
decision to others, whether internally or externally. ln practice, in fact, an odd side effect
of this systematic approach is that many problem volunteers decide to voluntarily resign
rather than face the inevitable and seemingly inexorable conclusion of the process.

Part lll: The Firing Meeting
Regardless of the system utilized to reach the decision to terminate, someone has to
act|ally convey thai decision to the volunteer. This will never be a pleasant experience,
but here are some tiPs that maY helP:
Conduct the meeting in a private setting. This will preserve the dignity of the volunteer
and perhaps of yourself.

Be specific. Some managers are so vague that the volunteer walks out of the meeting
wond'ering if he or she wai fired or offered a job. The volunteer manager may tell Steve
that his work with kids was fantastic. The inner city young people loved him and they
would love to put him on full-time staff. Then the manager says that the staff were
concerned because Steve tended to be late, and he often didn't show up.
Words like "tended" and "often" are vague, especially when couched between phrases
such as "fantastic" and "love to have him on fulltime staff." What the manager needed
to say was, "Steve, in spite of your rapport with our inner-city young people, we just
depend on you.'On September 10th, 17th and 24th, you did not show up and we
""nnotcounting on you. I talked to you about this and you said you agreed that if you
were
could not make the commitment to be there each week, we would need to replace you.
We have found someone to replace you and are taking you off of our volunteer team."

Don't negotiate-just state your decision. The purpose of the meeting is simply, and

only, to c6mmunicate to the volunteer that they have not met the specifics of the
pe*ormance expectations and they are no longer going to be needed. You are going to
iinO a replacement. lf they have a uniform or keys, you need to collect them
immediately. lf the volunteer wants to vent, let them vent, but just listen-don't become
defensive ind try to defend. Since many non-profit organizations have a social mission,
and we truly care about people, we are tempted to counsel this person. That is not the
purpose of this meeting. Any attempt to counsel can send a mixed message.

Follow-up. Send a follow-up letter (sample below) to the volunteer stating your

appreciation and anything positive that you can say; however, state the decision to
terminate the volunteer tetter of agreement. lnform the staff and other volunteers on the

volunteer will usually
team of the decision. Be sure to keep the details confidential. The
tell the details.

Sample Letter:
Dear Lucky Smith,
you spent
Thank you for your interest and involvement in CCC and the time
an important
such
volunteering as a receptionist at our information booth. Ihis is
winsome way
position as we make many public contacts. Your outgoing personality and
with people was a real asset to us.

so disappointed that your schedule did not allow you to keeplhe requirements
in
of the position c'harter, a, oritin"d in our volunteer personnel manual. As mentioned
our meeting on Septelmber 26, 2002, we need to seek a replacement for your position
We

are

and terminate our letter of agreement'
changes, and you feel that you can meet the
part of our volunteer
requirements of ihis position, we cui orc" again have you be a
team.

I trust that when your schedule

Sincerely,

Jon Jackson
Volunteer Manager
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up. Move on'
any sleep over it. Don't wJste your time with Lucky Smiths who don't show

