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Every NGO, at one time or another, has experienced the invaluable contribution of
volunteers. However, very few organizations have successfully woven the spirit of
community engagement into their very fabric, making it a core part of their
organizational culture. Often, it can seem easier to hire paid staff to accomplish tasks
rather than investing the time and effort to engage volunteers from the community.

Engaging volunteers presents its own unique set of challenges. Yet, those who master
the art and science of effective volunteer engagement unlock the potential to create
deeply sustainable programs that grow organically with community participation.
When the community is involved, the work of a Seva Sanstha becomes a shared
mission, fostering ownership, transparency, and lasting impact.

This handbook is designed to assist non-profit organizations that intend to engage
the community at large in their developmental programs. It provides a
comprehensive framework for understanding volunteers, developing effective
engagement strategies, and nurturing a vibrant culture of 'Seva' (selfless service).

 Introduction:
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 About Youth for Seva

 Vision To create a self-reliant society powered by socially
conscious individuals.

 Mission  To build and facilitate a movement of organised
volunteering for societal well-being.

Youth for Seva (YFS) started in April 2007 as a platform to provide opportunities
for youth who wanted to take an active part in community develop pment
despite time constraints. Through this platform, YFS aims to empower youth to
become positive change-makers who will enable organizations and institutions
to work without a vested interest. The goal of YFS is to support schools, NGOs,
government hospitals, and other organizations in the social sector through
volunteers who can help them mitigate some of their shortcomings and
challenges. Volunteering is made easy and customized to the individual's
interests and time constraints.
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Why Engage
Volunteers? 
The Power of Seva
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Volunteerism as a movement is gaining powerful momentum across India. People from all
walks of life —be they college students, working professionals, homemakers, or retirees—
feel an innate desire to give back to the society that has nurtured them. They are willing to
dedicate their precious time to social causes but often wonder how to channel their energy
effectively. This is precisely where NGOs like yours play a pivotal role: by directing this
available human potential to where it is most needed.

Engaging volunteers is not just about getting work done; it is a strategic imperative with far-
reaching benefits:

Community Participation and Sustainability: For any program to be truly sustainable,
community participation is the key. Volunteering is the most powerful way to initiate
this engagement. When community members are involved, they develop a sense of
joint ownership for the cause, which ensures the long-term success and relevance of
the program.

Increased Awareness and Accountability: Volunteers become ambassadors for your
cause. They sensitize the public at large on the issues your NGO is working on. This
widespread community engagement naturally leads to greater accountability and
transparency in the work, building trust and credibility.

Cost-Effective and Skilled Manpower: Volunteers provide a pool of qualified,
motivated, and cost-effective manpower. Professionals can offer their specialized skills,
while others bring their unique experiences and enthusiasm, enriching the organization
in countless ways.

Nurturing the Spirit of 'Seva': Volunteering instills the spirit of 'Seva' (selfless service) in
many people, fostering a sense of connectedness and belonging to society. When more
people are involved, there is a greater opportunity to create more positive change
agents, strengthening the overall health of the community.

Local Solutions and Reduced Dependency: When local communities are engaged,
solutions to their problems can evolve from within, without excessive external
interference. This reduces the dependency on external funding for scaling up good work
and builds a self-reliant and resilient community.

In essence, by embracing volunteer engagement, an NGO transforms from being a service
provider to a community mobilizer, creating a ripple effect of positive change that is both
deep and wide.
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Understanding why people choose to volunteer is the first step toward targeting
your recruitment efforts and engaging them effectively. In the Indian context, the
concept of ‘Samaaja Runa’ (social debt) is deeply ingrained in the collective
consciousness. Most people feel that society has contributed to their success,
and this creates a powerful urge to ";give back" when they are able to do so.

Beyond this overarching cultural drive, individual motivations can be diverse:

Personal Connection to a Cause: Many are driven by personal experiences.
For example, parents of a child with autism may volunteer for the cause of
disability.

Emotional Response to Social Issues: Others are stirred by the difficult
situations they see or read about—children begging at traffic signals, rag-
picking children, or child labor. This emotional response compels them to act.

Desire for Fulfillment and Skill Utilization: There are those who have an urge
to utilize their talents, leadership skills, or professional expertise for a good
cause. This provides them with a profound sense of satisfaction.

2.1  Why Do People Volunteer?
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To effectively engage volunteers, it is crucial to first understand who they are,
what motivates them, and what they expect from their volunteering experience.
A deep understanding of the volunteer mindset will help you tailor your
recruitment strategies, design meaningful roles, and create a supportive
environment that fosters long-term commitment.



Academic or Career-Related Obligations: Many college students are
required to volunteer as part of their curriculum or need a certificate
for higher studies or jobs. While this may be the initial trigger, a positive
experience can turn them into lifelong volunteers.

Key Insight: Understanding the primary driving force for each volunteer
is critical to finding the most suitable assignment for them. A
conversation to understand their motivation can make all the
difference in ensuring a mutually rewarding experience.

Society is a rich tapestry of individuals with diverse skills, schedules, and
life experiences. A successful NGO recognizes this diversity and creates a
spectrum of volunteering opportunities to match. The chart below
illustrates the various demographic segments that form the volunteer pool,
emphasizing that opportunities can be tailored for everyone. 

(Note: The distribution is for illustrative purposes to represent diversity,
not based on statistical data.)

2.2 Types of Volunteers: 
Engaging Every Section of Society
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How to Engage Them How to Source Them

Teaching academic subjects or
extracurriculars (art, music, sports).

Conducting field surveys and
community needs assessments.

Organizing awareness campaigns,
health camps, and plantation drives.

Managing social media, creating
content, and assisting with digital
outreach.

Assisting in event management and
logistics.

Partner with college NSS (National
Service Scheme) units.

Post internship opportunities on
college notice boards and career
portals.

Conduct orientation drives and
presentations on campuses.

Collaborate with platforms like Youth
for Seva.

College students are a powerhouse of energy, idealism, and fresh ideas.
They are often looking for meaningful ways to spend their vacations, fulfill
academic requirements (internships), or gain practical experience.
Engaging them not only benefits your projects but also helps in molding
the next generation of socially conscious citizens.

Engaging College Students 
and Interns

 "As a Seva volunteer, I was assigned to be a volunteer at Samarthanam Trust for
the Blind. Initially, I was apprehensive... But all those thoughts dissipated the
moment I stepped into Samarthanam...Slowly, the realization dawned that they
were no different from all of us... These might be small gestures, but they
definitely play a major role in making a volunteer feel as a part of the family."
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How to Engage Them How to Source Them

Mentoring adolescent girls in Kishori
Vikas projects on life skills and hygiene.

Teaching subjects in after-school
programs or assisting teachers.

Supporting self-help groups (SHGs)
with skills in tailoring, cooking, or
handicrafts.

Assisting with administrative tasks,
documentation, and case study writing.

Providing emotional support and care at
orphanages or old-age homes.

Reach out through community centers
and residential welfare associations
(RWAs).

Post opportunities in local community
groups on social media.

Word-of-mouth referrals from other
volunteers. 

Organize awareness meetings in
residential societies.
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Working professionals bring a high degree of skill, discipline, and a result-
oriented approach. While their time is often limited to weekends or
evenings, they can contribute significantly through skilled (pro-bono) or
virtual volunteering.

Engaging Working Professionals

Homemakers are often the backbone of the community, possessing
immense patience, life skills, and a nurturing spirit. They typically have
flexible hours during weekdays and can provide consistent, longterm
support to a project. Their stability and maturity are invaluable assets.

 Engaging Homemakers



How to Engage Them How to Source Them

Skilled Volunteering: Doctors for medical
camps, lawyers for legal aid, CAs for
financial audits, IT professionals for
website development.

Weekend Activities: Conducting
workshops on career guidance, financial
literacy, or spoken English.

Virtual Roles: Content writing, graphic
design, grant proposal writing, digital
marketing.

Mentorship: Mentoring youth or aspiring
entrepreneurs from the community.

Corporate outreach and partnerships
with CSR departments.

Professional networking platforms like
LinkedIn.

Collaborations with professional bodies
(e.g., Medical Association, Bar Council).
Presenting at corporate town halls or
events.

"My experience with Writers for Seva has been great. This was the first time I've
written articles for an NGO. The process and the team at WFS made it simple and
easy... It's incredibly easy to carry out and execute the whole process of writing
and capturing a story."

Entrepreneurs and business people possess a unique blend of strategic
thinking, resource management, and networking skills. They can provide
high-level guidance and open doors for the organization that might
otherwise remain closed. Their contribution often goes beyond direct
service to strategic capacity building.

Engaging Business People
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How to Engage Them How to Source Them

Serving on the advisory board or
managing committee.

Mentoring the leadership team on
strategy, fundraising, and sustainability.

Leveraging their professional network to
bring in resources, partners, and donors.

Guiding self-reliance projects and
helping SHGs with market linkages.

Sponsoring events or specific project
components.

Service clubs like Rotary Club and Lions
Club.

Local Chambers of Commerce and
industry associations.

Personal networking and introductions
through existing supporters.

Inviting them as chief guests or speakers
for events.

How to Engage Them How to Source Them

Mentoring and training younger volunteers
and staff members.

Taking up key coordination or management
roles in projects.

Documenting the organization's journey,
success stories, and best practices.

Teaching specialized skills based on their
professional background.

Supervising projects and ensuring quality
control.

Senior citizen forums and retirement
communities.

Pensioners' associations.

Inviting them to share their life experiences
with youth groups.

Through their children or grandchildren who
may already be volunteers.

 "I have been working with Samarthanam Trust for the Blind for the past eleven
years. I am involved in coordinating the activities of volunteers and arranging for
new volunteers... As this is a learning center for the differently abled, I also help to
arrange for scribes during examination periods."

Entrepreneurs and business people possess a unique blend of strategic
thinking, resource management, and networking skills. They can provide
high-level guidance and open doors for the organization that might
otherwise remain closed. Their contribution often goes beyond direct
service to strategic capacity building.

 Engaging Retired People
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Volunteer
Expectations
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 Clarity of vision and transparency in programs are two of the most important factors
that people look for in an organization before they commit their time or money.
Therefore, it is essential that your NGO clearly communicates its history, cause,
affiliations, and funding sources to prospective volunteers. Being prepared to answer
their questions builds immediate trust.

Consider the following questions when preparing information for potential volunteers:

What is your organization’s vision and mission? Who founded it and when?
What are the projects you are currently involved in? What are your success
stories?
Do you have any affiliations or collaborations with other non-profit organizations?
Are you a self-funding organization or do you receive external funding?
How clearly can you communicate the impact that each volunteer’s work will
have?
What level of support and mentorship can you provide for new volunteers?
How approachable are the existing staff and leadership at your organization?
 Does your organization have a friendly and welcoming atmosphere?

Beyond organizational transparency, individuals have personal expectations from the
volunteering experience. They hope that:

Their time is properly utilized for a good cause.
They are involved in something they are passionate about or enjoy doing.
Their unique talents and skills are put to good use.
They can see the success of their work, whether it's the impact on one child or
the community at large.
They can work with a team that is enjoyable, friendly, and committed.
They feel welcomed and valued in the organization.
The organization is credible, transparent, and trustworthy.
They experience individual growth in understanding the social space and
interacting with inspiring individuals.

Key Takeaway: Tuning your organization to provide an inspiring, transparent, and
enjoyable ambiance goes a long way in retaining volunteers and enhancing their level
of commitment.
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Preparing Your NGO
to Absorb Volunteers
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 Identifying Volunteer Needs4.3
A common mistake is to recruit volunteers without a clear purpose. Before
starting a recruitment drive, conduct a thorough internal needs assessment.
This involves looking at your projects, operational tasks, and strategic goals to
identify gaps where volunteers can make a meaningful contribution.

A volunteer-friendly culture is the foundation of a successful volunteer
program. It's an environment where everyone, from the leadership to the
ground-level staff, understands and appreciates the value of volunteers. This
culture is built on respect, open communication, and a genuine spirit of
collaboration.

Creating a Volunteer Friendly Culture4.1

 Leadership
Buy-in: 

The management team must champion the volunteer
program, allocating necessary resources and publicly
acknowledging volunteers' contributions.

 Staff
Training: 

Sensitize your paid staff about the importance of
volunteers. Train them to work collaboratively, provide
support, and treat volunteers as integral team members,
not as temporary help.

Before you can effectively recruit and manage volunteers, your
organization must be ready to receive them. This involves creating a
welcoming culture, clearly identifying your needs, and designing well-
defined roles. A prepared organization is one where volunteers feel
valued, understand their contribution, and can integrate smoothly into
the team.
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 Welcoming
Atmosphere:

Ensure that the physical and social environment is
welcoming. Simple gestures like a friendly greeting, a
designated workspace, and inclusion in team meetings
can make a significant difference.

 Flexibility: Be flexible with schedules and roles. Recognize that
volunteers have other commitments and try to
accommodate their availability and preferences.



 Creating Volunteer Roles4.4
Once you have identified your needs, the next step is to translate them into
structured volunteer roles. A well-defined role description acts as a contract,
setting clear expectations for both the volunteer and the organization. This
clarity is crucial for attracting the right people and ensuring a positive
experience.

A good volunteer role description should include:

Role Title: A clear and descriptive title (e.g., "Weekend Tutor," "Social Media
Coordinator").

Purpose of the Role: A brief explanation of why this role is important and
how it contributes to the organization's mission.

Key Responsibilities: A bulleted list of the main tasks and duties.

Skills and Qualifications: The skills, experience, or attributes required for
the role. Be realistic and distinguish between "essential" and "desirable"
skills.

Time Commitment: The expected number of hours per week or month,
and the duration of the commitment (e.g., three months, one year).

Location: Whether the role is on-site, remote, or a hybrid.

Support and Supervision: Who the volunteer will report to and what kind
of training and support they will receive.

 Ask your project coordinators and staff:

What tasks are currently not being done due to a lack of manpower?
Which activities could be enhanced with more support?
Are there specific skills (e.g., technical, creative, administrative) that our
team is lacking?
Can we create new initiatives if we had volunteer support?

This exercise will help you move from a vague "we need volunteers" to a
specific "we need a volunteer to mentor students in English on Saturdays" or
"we need a graphic designer to create a brochure for our upcoming event."

  
"A well-thought-out role description is the best recruitment tool you can
have. It shows that you value the volunteer's time and have a clear plan for
their engagement."
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The Volunteer
Management Cycle
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Effective volunteer management is a continuous process, not a one-time event. It can be
visualized as a cycle with several key stages, each crucial for building a strong and sustainable
volunteer program. By paying attention to each stage, you can ensure that volunteers are not
only recruited but are also engaged, motivated, and retained over the long term.

 Recruitment5.1

Recruitment is the process of attracting and sourcing potential volunteers. Your recruitment
strategy should be targeted, based on the specific roles you have defined. Use a mix of channels
to reach a diverse audience, as outlined in the "Types of Volunteers" section (e.g., college
partnerships, corporate outreach, community groups).

 Orientation5.2
Once a volunteer is on board, a proper orientation is essential. This is your opportunity to
welcome them, introduce them to the organization's vision and mission, and provide them with
the necessary context for their work. A good orientation program covers the organization's
history, projects, policies, and the specific details of their role.

Placement involves matching the volunteer's skills, interests, and availability with the right role.
This is a critical step that often determines the success of the volunteer's experience. A good
match benefits both the volunteer, who feels their contribution is meaningful, and the
organization, which gets the right support for its needs.

 Placement5.3
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 Training5.4
Even skilled volunteers may need training specific to their role or the context in which they will
be working. This could range from training on your organization';s specific methodologies to
sensitization on working with vulnerable communities. Providing adequate training equips
volunteers with the confidence and competence to perform their roles effectively.

Retention is the ultimate goal of the management cycle. A volunteer who feels well-supported,
valued, and sees the impact of their work is more likely to stay with the organization. Retention is
not only cost-effective but also helps build a stable, experienced volunteer base that becomes a
core asset for the NGO.

Monthly meetings to be conducted which helps sharing and learning from fellow volunteers , and
reflect on their experiences, also Organization should give them responsibilities based on their
capacity and commitment like event ownership, area coordinator, also can be domain expertise
role like Anchor for Health, Education, Environment etc. giving responsibilities will encourage
them and involve deeply in Seva and continue, eventually few of them can become
Changemakers.
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 Monitoring and Support5.5
Regular follow-up and support are vital. Assign a dedicated supervisor or mentor who can guide
the volunteer, answer their questions, and provide constructive feedback. Regular check-ins
show that you care about their experience and are invested in their success.

 Recognition and Appreciation5.6
Recognizing and appreciating volunteers' contributions is key to keeping them motivated.
Appreciation can take many forms, from a simple "thank you" to formal awards, certificates, or
featuring their stories in your newsletter. The goal is to make volunteers feel valued and seen.

 Retention5.7
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For an organization that is serious about engaging volunteers, the role of a
dedicated Volunteer Manager (or Coordinator) is indispensable. This person is the
central point of contact for all things related to volunteering and is responsible for
overseeing the entire volunteer management cycle. While in smaller NGOs this role
might be handled by a project coordinator or even the founder, having someone
whose primary focus is volunteer engagement can dramatically improve the
effectiveness of the program.

Strategizing: Developing and implementing the overall volunteer engagement
strategy in line with the organization's goals.

Recruitment and Onboarding: Actively sourcing volunteers, screening
applications, and conducting orientations.

Matching and Placement: Understanding the needs of different projects and
matching them with the right volunteers.

Support and Supervision: Acting as the main point of support for volunteers,
addressing their concerns, and ensuring they have a positive experience.

Communication: Maintaining regular communication with volunteers through
newsletters, emails, and meetings.

Recognition: Planning and executing volunteer recognition events and
initiatives.

Record Keeping: Maintaining a database of volunteers, tracking their hours, and
documenting their contributions.

Advocacy: Being the voice of volunteers within the organization, ensuring that
their feedback is heard and their value is understood by all staff members.

A good Volunteer Manager is a people person, an excellent organizer, and a
passionate advocate for the cause. They are the glue that holds the volunteer
program together, ensuring that the spirit of 'Seva' thrives within the organization.

23




