Volunteers are Our Best Friends: How Volunteers can make a Difference

Gina Tan, Principal, Tangible Strategies, Inc.

Volunteers are an essential part of many membership programs.  Over 16 years of managing the membership programs for the Pacific Asia Museum, the Natural History Museum of Los Angeles County, the Asian Art Museum of San Francisco, and the Fine Arts Museums of San Francisco, I have had the privilege of working with groups of volunteers without whom my membership programs would not have been able to run effectively.

I have also been a volunteer with a number of non-profit organizations and most recently, was on the Board of Trustees for the Yosemite Association, the oldest cooperating association for a National Park in the United States, where I served as the Chair for the Membership and Development Committee. In my experience, the programs that I have been involved with would not be possible without the contribution of volunteers.

Over the years, I have managed programs that have ranged from 1,200 to 81,000 members so I have a wide variety of experiences.  My first membership program at the Pacific Asia Museum in Pasadena was run entirely by volunteers for more than 10 years. The museum decided to give the program more consistency and I became the first official membership coordinator. I was amazed at the loyalty of the volunteer group that consistently came in year after year to manage this program with minimal staff supervision..

My presentation includes case studies of some membership programs in which volunteers have played a crucial role. In all of these instances, it would be safe to say that volunteer contributions have directly contributed to the success of each of these programs. 

Case Study: Yosemite Association

Membership Size: 6,000-11,000 (growth of membership base from 2003-2008)

Goal of organization: manages the visitor center and bookstore at Yosemite National Park, publishes books on Yosemite, assists the Park Services with visitor services, provides financial support to the Parks Service.

Membership Benefit: bookstore discount, Yosemite Journal, lodging and program discounts

Volunteer Contributions:

· Staffing the Visitor Centers and Bookstores: throughout the year, volunteers are responsible for selling approximately 2,000-3,000 members annually. These volunteers dedicate weeks and sometimes even months camping in Yosemite National Park to provide this crucial support.
· Board of Trustees participation: In 2003, the Board became more actively involved in strategizing membership activities and membership grew from 6,000-11,000 in 5 years. While such a scenario may not always be the most ideal scenario, in this case, because the board was made of fundraising and marketing professionals, this involvement produced positive results.  It is always important to have complete cooperation and “buy-in” from your entire organization for a program to become successful.
Case Study: Fine Arts Museums of San Francisco

Membership Size: 40,000-81,000 (1998-2006)

Scope of Membership: The de Young Museum and Legion of Honor make up the Fine Arts Museums of San Francisco. Members are entitled to free admission and discounts at both museums. The growth of the membership program to 81,000 was due in large part to the re-opening of the new de Young Museum in 2005.
Volunteer Contributions:

· Office support and onsite sales: Managing a membership program of this size requires extensive manpower support. Volunteers provide daily office support, answering phone and fulfilling requests. In addition, volunteers provide crucial support with membership sales at both museums. Annually, approximately 9,000-14,000 memberships are sold onsite at the museums.

· Membership events: Annually, approximately 12 membership events are staffed entirely by volunteers. During the opening period for the de Young Museum, membership volunteers staffed 16 days of members events over a 6 month period.

ArtPoint, the young professionals group of the Fine Arts Museums of San Francisco

This group is an auxiliary membership group designed to attract younger people and young professionals to become more involved in the museums. Over the more than 20 year history of this group, membership totals have ranged from 300-1,200, making it the largest young professionals group in San Francisco. Members are asked to become a museum member and to pay an additional fee for ArtPoint. Members receive reduced admission to ArtPoint events.

With only one full-time staff person supporting this group, activities are run entirely by a volunteer Board that plans, staffs and solicits sponsorships and donations for all events. This volunteer Board meets monthly and presents approximately 9-10 events annually plus a larger benefit event which could be an evening gala in conjunction with a major exhibition.

On occasion, the surplus from a benefit event has been allocated to sponsorship of a major exhibition. With such extensive support from volunteers, this group would not be possible without volunteer participation.

The Capital Campaign to Build the de Young Museum

This ambitious project to rebuild the de Young Museum in Golden Gate Park was initially a $125 million capital campaign that eventually grew to $200 during the five year rebuilding period. Funded entirely with private funds, this project would not have been possible without volunteer support.

When the public phase of the campaign was launched in 2001, the President of the Board of Trustees of the Fine Arts Museums had already privately raised $95 million in support of this project. More than $150 million was raised with the help of volunteers. 

Volunteer involvement included:

· Solicitations by the President of the Board of Trustees

· Volunteer committees who managed solicitation efforts

· Community involvement

· Financial support from volunteer groups including the Docent Council and San Francisco Auxiliary

Conclusion:
While we value the contribution of volunteers to the success of our programs, we must also point out the important of staff management of these volunteers. When managing volunteers, it is important to note that their time needs to be spent wisely and valued.

Recommendations for managing volunteers:

· Create some guidelines for volunteer management including outline of responsibilities and schedule

· Keep track of volunteer hours

· Try to make the experience as rewarding for the volunteers as it is for you

With guidelines in place, volunteers have a clear understanding of expectations and can make a more valuable contribution to you and your organization, which is the ultimate goal for all parties involved. And of course, don’t forget to have some fun! Volunteers make the choice to help without expectation of financial compensation so it’s important to keep them engaged.
