
Keep ‘Em Coming Back: 12 Ways to Create Happy, Successful 
Volunteers 
 
If you rely on the effort volunteers contribute to your church or ministry, you already know it’s 
much more effective to retain workers than to find and train new ones. You also know that 
volunteers who feel happy in their work do a better job, investing more of themselves in their 
tasks. And you know that happy, successful volunteers often recruit additional volunteers—
usually friends who want in on a good thing.  
 
What keeps volunteers happy? What helps them feel successful? The answers to these two 
questions are key! They keep volunteers returning year after year in volunteer-friendly 
organizations. How does your church or organization rate? Take the quiz below and see! 
 

1. Do we require adequate training for each position? 
 
Always  Sometimes Never 
 
Research shows training helps volunteers feel more confident on that important first 
day on the job and going forward, too. Furthermore, required training sends a message: 
“What you’re doing is important—too important to be left to chance!” 
 

2. Do we create volunteer positions with definite beginnings and end-points in mind?  
 
Always  Sometimes Never  
 
While a few people will sign on indefinitely, most volunteers today like to know they can 
exit graciously after a reasonable period of service. Of course, you’ll always want to 
make the idea of joining again attractive, but part of that involves the freedom to take a 
break and return later, refreshed and ready to plunge back in.  
 

3. Do we go out of our way to provide an environment that is friendly and comfortable?  
 
Always  Sometimes Never 
 
As you evaluate your situation, remember that all volunteers want to feel safe, as well 
as appreciated. 
 

4. Do we match volunteers with tasks they are interested in doing and that fit their skill 
set and experience? 
 
Always  Sometimes Never  
 



Spiritual gift inventories can help with this, but there’s no substitute for a personal 
interview. Leaders who sit down for 15 minutes to talk with a potential volunteer are 
much more likely to help that person find a position that interests and stimulates him or 
her.  
 
Caution: Not everyone wants to reiterate their professional career in their volunteer 
work. Ask before you assign VBS music time to the public school music teacher. Maybe 
he would rather supervise the lemonade and cookie crew instead. 
 

5. Do we explain the reasons behind the tasks we assign to volunteers? 
 
Always  Sometimes Never 
 
Most people volunteer, in part, because they want to make a difference. “Busy work” 
feels demeaning. Even if you have great reasons for asking a volunteer to complete a 
task, that person may not grasp it. Help everyone see how they are contributing to the 
larger goal. 
 

6. Do we free volunteers to work when and where it’s best for them? 
 
Always  Sometimes Never 
 
Of course, some tasks require volunteers to be on hand at a specific time and in a 
specific place. But some jobs can be done anywhere. Invite people you trust. Set clear 
standards and deadlines. Then turn the volunteers loose to do what you’ve asked of 
them. 
 

7. Do we provide written instructions? 
 
Always  Sometimes Never  
 
Even the best volunteers with the best training may not remember every detail you’ve 
shared. Supplement your training program with concise, clear, written documentation. 
And share your personal information so workers can come back to you if questions 
arise. 
 

8. Do we make sure our volunteers have everything they need to complete their tasks?  
 
Always  Sometimes Never 
 
I once worked for an organization in which I provided my own file folders and printer 
cartridges. No one told me that we had a supply closet or explained how to access it—
even after I asked repeatedly. It was frustrating and even demoralizing. Don’t do this to 
your volunteers! 



 
9. Do we set reasonable deadlines for completing the work and communicate those 

deadlines? 
 
Always  Sometimes Never 
 
What’s reasonable? Often, that’s in the eye of the worker. Unless you already have a 
non-negotiable deadline looming, ask the volunteer what’s workable. You may want to 
talk about intermediate deadlines for larger tasks. Then check in from time to time to 
assess progress and provide encouragement. 
 

10. Do we follow up on assignments and deadlines, making sure tasks have been 
completed? 
 
Always  Sometimes Never 
 
If you never check, why did you assign the task in the first place? Accountability 
reinforces the significance of the work volunteers do. 
 

11. Do we ask for feedback and use it to make the volunteer experience better the next 
time around? 
 
Always  Sometimes Never  
 
You can learn a lot by listening. Sitting down over coffee, face-to-face, with a group of 
volunteers can shed more light on the volunteer experience in your church than reading 
a dozen articles. If you’re too shy to take on the entire Sunday school staff at once, start 
with one or two key people. Or provide a written evaluation form.  
 
But don’t start listening until you’re ready to adopt at least some suggestions your 
volunteers make! A hollow exercise is worse than no evaluation at all! 
 

12. Do we match our expressions of thanks with the individual? 
 
Always  Sometimes Never 
 
Some volunteers would prefer a personal note to a yearly volunteer appreciation 
dinner. While some would find it rewarding to lead a portion of next fall’s training event, 
others would find it terrifying. Get to know your workers, and you’ll find yourself better 
equipped to express your appreciation!  
 

So how’d you do? Give yourself 3 points for each Always you circled and one point for each 
Sometimes. Then add up your score: 
 



25-36—Keep up the outstanding work! And contact us by e-mailing editor@ctainc.com; in the 
months ahead, we may want to focus one of our Ministry newsletter feature articles on your 
church or organization. 
 
13-24—You’re making great progress; what one thing will you focus on improving in the next six 
months? 
 
0-12—Your opportunities for growth are unlimited! Find a friend, make a plan, and reevaluate 
in a few months! 
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