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BETH: Hello, this is Beth Brodovsky, and welcome to Driving Participation. Today 

I have Tobi Johnson. Tobi is the chief engagement officer of VolunteerPro, and 

I brought Tobi on in our continuing series on volunteer communications. I’m so 

happy to spend the month talking about this. Tobi, thank you for joining me in 

this conversation.

TOBI: Oh, thanks, Beth. I’m really happy to be here.

BETH: So I’m really having fun talking to people this month of April during the 

kickoff of what I call Volunteer Week happening, but it’s always a good time to be 

talking about volunteers and getting them on, getting them involved and keeping 

them engaged and you are a perfect person to talk to about that, but I’m curious. 

How did you get into this work?

TOBI: That’s a great question. Let’s see, and maybe the question is “Why did I 

stay in this work?”

BETH: Well, that is true. Exactly. I’m always fascinated by how you know people 

that majored in maybe medieval history end up doing this.

TOBI: Well, hey, I did major in a liberal art. I got in liberal arts, I got my master’s 

degree in art history, theory and criticism from the School of the Art Institute 

of Chicago, but when I got my degree I was fully planning on working and 

starting my career in nonprofit arts organizations and so even before graduate 

school I started working in nonprofit arts organizations and I worked in arts 

organizations for a few years and then started to get more into direct services 

and social service employment and training and worked my way through lots 

of organizations throughout my career. I’ve been in nonprofits probably 30+ 
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years now, and at some point I met my husband, who lives in East Tennessee, 

and decided to move out here from Seattle and start a consulting practice 

because I’ve been in the field for a long time and I really started my practice 

as a generalist for helping nonprofits strengthen their, everything about what 

they were doing, because I had a lot of basic program development experience, 

outcomes management experience, supervision experience. You name it. Been 

there, done that; but when I got into the marketplace, I really saw a need for 

a focus on volunteer engagement. People were really struggling with this key 

strategic human resources strategy that they weren’t even thinking of it as 

strategic human resources, but they were using volunteers, but not always to 

good affect. Volunteers are so critical to organizations. Every single nonprofit 

has at least a few volunteers and it may just be their board of directors, but 

everyone works with volunteers and for some organizations, they can’t do 

their work without volunteers and so that became my focus and I had lots 

of experience managing my own volunteers, not even thinking of myself as a 

volunteer manager, just thinking of it purely on practical terms. For example, I 

ran a program in San Francisco for homeless youth, and I wanted to have some 

mentors, some business mentors come in and work with the youth on their 

employment skills and I thought “I can’t do that.” I need to have people from the 

community and so I started going out and finding volunteers to do that and so 

I didn’t even really, like I fell into it out of sheer necessity and started working 

with volunteers. So that’s kind of how I got into it and why I’m passionate 

about it. I also think that what keeps me doing it because you know, our work 

is very difficult and volunteerism is a niche of a niche of a niche. We’re like the 

redheaded stepchild. I am the redheaded stepchild. I was a stepchild and I have 

red hair! So I can say that. We’re kind of the redheaded stepchild of the nonprofit 

world. You know we get under-resourced, and I’m a big fan of the underdog so it 

works perfectly with my personality. 

BETH: You know, you’re so right to because I do work in branding and in events 

and in fundraising stuff and I’m starting to work on this area in volunteerism 

and you’re so right. It’s kind of the “Oh yeah, there’s that” kind of a thing. So 
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it makes it both sort of really interesting and revolutionary. The word that you 

said that surprised me the most was human resources and when you said that 

I thought “Well, duh, of course it is,” but it’s so funny. I’m sure other people 

are the same way. I’ve been talking to a lot of people about volunteerism and 

volunteer communications, and I guess I’ve been thinking of it as engagement 

and community engagement and getting people involved kind of the way we 

deal with donors and when you said human resources, it was like a little light 

bulb went off to me, like of course you’re right. These are really staff for a lot of 

people. 

TOBI: Yes, absolutely.

BETH: And so the same way you would have employee communications and 

connections and just all kind of stuff, that probably does factor in for a lot of 

organization, especially the ones, I mean there’s some organizations that are 100 

percent volunteer.

TOBI: Yes and most organizations started as all-volunteer and they may not 

remember back in their history if they’re 30 years old, you know if they started 

in the ’70s or ’80s, if they look back in their history they’ll realize “Wow, our 

founders were volunteers,” and so we have to remember and respect our 

birthplaces as organizations and who are the people that really made it happen 

for us early on.

BETH: So I mean there’s lots of different kinds of volunteers, but if we kind of 

put volunteering at this moment into that context of the human resources, the 

invested volunteer that’s doing committed work, it’s funny. My mother was a huge 

volunteer and she retired from her career and you know I remember not long 

after she retired I asked her, “How are you doing? Are you enjoying your time off? 

Maybe you want to get together and do something on Monday,” and she said, “No 

I have to work,” and I remember being so shocked because she has a volunteer 

job, a volunteer task that she does every Monday. She counts the money for 
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a volunteer organization. It’s very contained, but that’s her job as far as she’s 

concerned, and I remember thinking, “Oops, sorry. Didn’t want to upset you,” but 

also was really surprised she considered this equal to any work she’s ever done.

TOBI: Yeah, oh yeah, and I have a lot of retirees who are this way. I have an aunt 

who has four different volunteer gigs and when she retired, I remember it. She 

said to me, “This is my second career, being a volunteer. This is what I want to 

do.” She is embodying her and your mother is, too, embodying their personal 

value and belief system and their system probably says to them something like, “I 

want to leave the world better than I found it,” and it’s just fascinating to see how 

in depth people are with this. They just really are you know, it’s part of who they 

are as a human being. It’s part of their identity.

BETH: Yeah, so that question is so to find these people, to engage these people, 

to keep them involved. I mean some of it’s the person. I totally agree with you. 

I mean this is who my mother is. She was a committed, dedicated business 

person. You’re not all of a sudden going to become a haphazard volunteer, but 

still getting somebody that has something else that they’re getting out of it than 

money to pay their mortgage requires a certain, that participation is required to 

run an organization so in this world of this type of volunteering, what do you see 

participation meaning? How do people create it and keep track of it?

TOBI: For me, participation, well there’s researchers that have coined the term 

serious leisure.

BETH: Oh I love that! That’s great!

TOBI: I love that term! Serious leisure. Yeah, they’re taking it seriously. They want 

something out of it. For me participation is you know it can be anything from I 

mean we think of participation as sort of a monolithic term. It’s one thing and 

for volunteer engagement is really isn’t. It can be anything from “I’m gonna help 

out with this one event,” all the way to “I’m gonna come every Monday between 
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9am-12pm and help you with your front desk.” Participation can be “I’m working 

from home doing digital volunteering.” You know there’s just a myriad of ways 

that people participate so for me, participation is multi-faceted. It could be “Hey, 

I’m an activist, and I’m working on a political campaign.” Those are volunteers 

as well, or “I’m a government volunteer, and I’m on a board.” So when I think of 

participation, the first thing I think of is multi-faceted.

BETH: That is really interesting, and people need people. I mean most 

organizations have people at all these different levels and one of the things that’s 

interesting is that some people, I suppose, show up, decide that they really want 

to jump in deeply, find an organization and there you are. You’re the Monday 

from 9-12 person, but that’s not that common. People don’t usually come in and 

get deeply embedded and attached to an organization overnigh,t so I wanted to 

talk to you a little bit about this onboarding process. The things you can do as 

an organization to move them from “I’m willing to come and stuff bags for you 

this one time,” to get them kind of prepped and ready and interested in moving 

deeper and building the two-way commitment with an organization.

TOBI: Yeah, absolutely. Absolutely. Onboarding is a journey. So I like people to 

think that, a lot of people think that we have our volunteer orientation. They’re 

gonna come in, they’re gonna get trained and they’re gonna be immediately 

attached. Well, relationships take time to build, and we have to be really strategic 

about it. You said earlier something about donors and cultivating donors. There 

is some similarity between cultivating that relationship with a volunteer, but it’s 

almost more intensive than that with a donor. 

BETH: Really?

TOBI: Yeah, I mean you’re moving a volunteer from an outside observer of your 

organization to an inquirer, like what is it that I might want to volunteer. Tell 

me more about it to a joiner. All right, I’m gonna complete your application to 

a learner. All right, I’m gonna go to your orientation. Sounds like a plan to a 
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worker. All right You’re gonna place me and have me do something you know to 

a leader, a patron, you know an evangelist and the list goes on about the depth 

of engagement people can get to. The other thing to know is people’s level of 

engagement actually changes with their life circumstances so it could be just 

because somebody is putting their baby toe in right now and they’re like, “All I 

can help you with is this one thing,” that doesn’t mean that that’s what’s going 

to be their ultimate engagement with your organization and so you can’t take 

people at face value right off the bat. You know, things get in the way, life gets 

in the way and then things open up and people are like, “Hey, I’m open now. I’ve 

got time now.” As people get to know you and they understand your mission 

better, they want to help you more. If they like what you’re doing, if they’re seeing 

impact from your work, it’s highly motivating and they want to help out more. 

The other thing is volunteers end up donating, so people say, “You know we really 

need to focus on our fundraising strategy,” and I’ll tell them, “Well, you know, 

volunteerism is a fundraising strategy.” There are estimates anywhere from 2-10 

times volunteers donate 2-10 times more than non-volunteers and two-thirds of 

volunteers donate where they volunteer. So that onboarding process is about a 

lot more than just getting a pair of hands doing something you want them to do. 

It’s about building a relationship, a mutually respectful relationship that is helping 

that volunteer, you know you’re partnering with that person. You’re getting your 

mission needs met and they’re getting their serious leisure needs met. So it’s a 

partnership. It’s more complicated than people think. 

BETH: Yeah, I would think so. Like is it a struggle to communicate with these 

people when they have so many different motivations and are maybe at all these 

different points in their I guess life cycle of volunteering?

TOBI: You know, I think if you’re gonna be strategic about it, the best way to go 

about it, I borrow from the business world because you know what? In nonprofit, 

especially in volunteerism, there’s research out there on specific things around 

volunteer motivation. Volunteer motivation has been researched until the cows 

come home. There’s lots of information on that. Lots of information. We know 
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that there are basically six things that motivate volunteers: helping others, 

developing relationships, exercising values and beliefs like I talked about earlier, 

like your mom and my aunt, having influence, sometimes it’s a power thing, 

personal benefit and that can be like your interns trying to get stuff on their 

resume, that kind of thing or being part of something bigger than yourself and 

it can be more than one of those motivations, but those are the key six and they 

come up over and over again in the literature. So when you’re first attracting 

volunteers, it’s very easy if you think about those six motivations to start to build 

your messaging around that. You know, like, for example, having influence. Let’s 

say you’re needing volunteers for your annual fun run, you know, your marathon. 

“Hey do you want to help decide the marathon route this year?” You put that 

in your pitch for volunteering, your volunteer recruitment ad, your marketing 

and people who are motivated by having influence are gonna be interested and 

if they’re interested in your marathon and like what you’re doing, like “Yeah, 

I’m a person who wants to have influence. This makes sense to me.” So we can 

take the research like that and really help us message, but I think in a bigger, 

more strategic way if we use a customer mapping approach like you know 

organizations do this. They take their customers and they figure out all the touch 

points that that customer has with them early on, from the moment they like see 

your ad somewhere to the moment they call you or get on your website to the 

moment they come down to your shop to the moment they buy something, to 

what happens after they buy something. You know what happens if they have 

problems or a complaint and they map that stuff out and I think you can do the 

same thing with your volunteer onboarding. You can think about you know what 

happens in your outreach and marketing? How do you wow people? How do 

you take things from just a blah, ho-hum experience to a wow experience? You 

know when they’re completing their volunteer application or registration if it’s 

an event volunteer, how can you make that smooth and easy and how can you 

wow people and when people are getting placed in their position, how can you 

make that a wow experience and then you know when they’re being oriented, 

how can you make that training really fun and a wow? So I think if you really 

kind of systematically think through step by step what are those two questions 
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you want to ask at each touch point. One is what are the emotional needs of the 

volunteer at that point in time because emotions change. People don’t realize 

it’s scary. We have a fight or flight impulse in the back of our brain and it drives 

most of our behavior and most of it’s on a subconscious level. There’s been tons 

of neuroscience that’s studied this through MRIs, etc that we know we operate 

this way and when we come across something new in our lives, it’s scary and 

we decide whether or not to fully engage or not. So when we’re thinking about 

these touch points, one of the big emotions really early on is anxiety. Like will 

I be able to have the capacity to do this? Who else is gonna be there? Will I 

be accepted? I don’t really understand their jargon? What do they mean by 

that? You know, there’s all these questions, inside of the volunteer’s head that 

you know they’re not voicing it because they don’t even recognize that they’re 

having it. So the first question when we look at these touch points is what are 

the emotions that are going on for that volunteer and then the second question 

is what are the informational needs they have, the purely practical logistical 

information? For example, if people are coming down to your orientation, what 

if they have a disability? Which entrance do they come to? For example, if 

they’re in a wheelchair, you got to tell them which accessible entrance to come 

to? If it’s stairs in your front lobby, that’s not gonna work for them. You know 

what if they’re coming to a big event? Where are they gonna store their purse 

or their belongings? Stuff like that seems really mundane to us, but when you 

provide that stuff, that’s informational, those are examples of informational 

needs. So at each touch point you want to hit, you want to explain to people and 

communicate, whether communicating it verbally or digitally or whatever, meet 

their emotional needs.

BETH: That’s really, I know it seems so simple, but you don’t really think about 

that, but people do think about you know just little things, like do I need to have 

cash for a tip for somebody that’s taking my coat and not knowing the answers 

to those things can make somebody uncomfortable enough to choose to not 

participate and to not jump in.
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TOBI: And I would say beyond the practical stuff, I think one of the biggest 

drivers and one of the biggest cut sort of instinctual drivers we have as human 

beings, I mean I’m a total geek around psychology and neuroscience. I read about 

it all the time and one of the biggest things that drives us as human beings is this 

need to belong. We are by all intents and purposes pack animals. We’ve been 

able to survive up to now because we have an inherent need to belong and to fit 

in and so one of the key anxiety producers for volunteers is like do I belong and 

I’ll give you an example in my own life. So this year I volunteered for a master 

gardener in my local community. I’ve gone through about 40 hours of training. 

I’ve committed a lot of my time to this. I’ve taken days off from work. I’ve taken 

six full days off from work because the training happens on Mondays, full day 

and when I got ready to come I was really excited about it, had mixed emotions. 

Wow this is a lot of work and I get there and I see the book. The book is like three 

inches thick. The book I have to read and all of a sudden, all this work comes in 

and you know it’s with consultants. It’s feast or famine. All of a sudden I’m doing 

international travel, I’m planning for this that and the other and I realize there’s 

no way I’m gonna get all this stuff done and so then I start to worry. You know, 

I started to go to training and I’m starting to worry now. Jeez I’m not gonna be 

able to get this done. Now if I wasn’t the assertive human being I am and the 

person who knows volunteering I probably never would have spoken up to my 

volunteer coordinator. I just would have maybe sat on it and maybe left. Turns 

out for the exam I couldn’t get my stuff done. I’m leaving for Australia tomorrow, 

I’m gonna be gone. I can’t do it. So I spoke up and said “I can’t do this. Is there 

any other way? Can I wait until next year? What do we do?” This training only 

happens once a year and she’s been very flexible with me, but the other thing 

that’s even more subtle than that is going to training and looking around the 

room at the other people who are there. There’s about 30 other master gardener 

interns with me. The majority of the people are retired and their average age is 

about 70. Well I’m like 52 years old. I’m telling you my age, I’m 52 years old and 

I’m like “Ugh” and I’m thinking to myself, “This isn’t even my demographic,” and 

then the other two people in the room are like in their 20s and they’re dong this 

really cool urban gardening stuff, they’re doing community gardening and they’re 
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really cool. They’re hipsters and I’m like, “I don’t really fit with that group either,” 

and so I’m having a conversation inside my head as to whether or not I fit or 

belong. Now, of course, I have enough personal assertiveness and enough passion 

for this that I know that I will find a way to belong and then I know that when I 

get to know these people that we’ll find things in common because gardeners, 

especially veggie gardeners, we love to chat about, gardeners love to chat about 

their stuff. 

BETH: For hours.

TOBI: Yeah, composting, you name it, we’ll talk about it. So I’m able to talk about 

where I fit in by looking at other things, but you can expect every volunteer, think 

about for example your volunteers, let’s say your volunteer, I used to have all my 

volunteers were white, Caucasian and 75 years old. Something like that and I’m 

trying to introduce and get more diversity, younger volunteers, volunteers of 

color and I’m thinking I’m gonna have to do a lot of work here because they’re 

gonna come to this situation and they’re gonna say, “I don’t fit in,” and so this 

is the kind of meta, m-e-t-a meta-language that onboarding is trying to calm 

everybody down. All your strategic things you’re trying to do, steps you’re taking 

to communicate with people and over communicate in a lot of ways to let people 

know, “Yes, you belong, yes, we want you, and yes, you can do this.”

BETH: So, how do people actually do that? Like, is there a graceful way in that 

specific situation that the organization could have said you know there’s gonna 

be people of these ages there? How does an organization use any or all of the 

available communication methods tools or anything to help do this?

TOBI: Well, there’s a lot of ways and people probably are thinking this is too 

much, I don’t have time, this is too crazy, it’s too scary. A lot of volunteer 

managers do more than just manage volunteers. 

BETH: Yeah, we say there’s a slash in every nonprofit person’s title. Executive 
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Director/Chief Fundraiser/Empty the trash cans.

TOBI: Exactly. So the first thing I always tell people is “get your email marketing 

working for you.”

BETH: Explain what that is.

TOBI: What I mean by that is get a series, you can use a really inexpensive tool 

like MailChimp. If you have donor communication software or if you have a 

customer relationship management or CRM software, you can definitely do this 

through there, through this and if you have a marketing person, if you’re lucky 

enough to have a marketing shop, talk to your marketing person about this. They 

know how to do this. They do it already for your organization, but you can set 

up in these tools a series of welcome emails, a welcome series. I do this with 

my VolunteerPro members as well. I do a series of about 12 emails that go out 

about every few days and they’re very short, a couple paragraphs long. You know 

and you just kind of map out what are the things you want to say to people and 

you start to think about the language you’re using. Now in your example, you 

know how do you make people feel part of it and welcome? You tell them “Hey, 

you’re welcome. We have people from all walks of life. We know you’re going 

to find things in common with people.” Sometimes it’s just about telling people 

what it is. This is how it’s gonna be and you’re setting expectations. You know, 

can’t find somebody you can relate to? Talk to me and we’ll get you set up. You 

know, the other thing is you can say, “Hey, we have mentors when you come to 

orientation. We’re gonna match you with a buddy. You’re gonna get to know 

that buddy.” So you can set up this email campaign that is consistently gonna be 

going out every few days giving people a little bit of information each time, like 

just give them sips of information. You know, what we usually do as volunteer 

managers is we’ll send people an email that’s like five pages long and with like 

five attachments and you know break that stuff up and give people some tidbits 

about your organization and its mission and what volunteers have accomplished. 

You know, hey did you know? You can always put in at the bottom: “Did you 
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know our volunteers accomplished ‘x’ amount of x, y, x last year?” or testimonials 

are good to put in here or a welcome email from existing volunteers. Anything 

where volunteers are speaking to other volunteers, they’re going to start to feel 

like they’re part of the solution and part of the team. The other thing, the basic 

marketing 101 using that you using that word you all the time versus this cold sort 

of third person type of communication.

BETH: And you can see how this is like what you’re talking about is paralleling a 

lot of donor communications using the you and when you’re talking about doing 

this it’s very much like showing an impact statement, an impact of what this work 

is, but I love what you were talking about as far as giving them the little sips of 

information. There is that feeling of wanting to send out one email and here’s 

everything that you need to know, but breaking it up into numerous emails, it 

does two things. It helps people actually absorb it by not getting the fire hose of 

information all at once, but it almost gives you a reason to connect with them on 

a regular basis. When you said 12 emails over just a couple of days, I am sure that 

there’s …

TOBI: Oh no, no, no. Twelve emails over three weeks.

BETH: But even that, I would bet that there are people that are listening that 

would instantly, the instant reaction to that would be like, “Oh my God, 12 emails 

over three weeks? That’s like three or four emails every week.” Our people would 

never tolerate that and it’s like we actually did a show a couple of weeks ago with 

Jeremy Cook on the myths of email communications and the problem is not that 

you’re sending too many emails. It’s that you’re sending too many sales emails 

that people aren’t interested in. If you’re giving them 12 little bits of information 

that slowly lets them absorb what their role is gonna be and answering critical 

questions, I also love how you talked about can’t find somebody to connect with? 

Here’s how you deal with this. If you’re thinking what is that person thinking? 

What questions are they gonna have along the way? So you match your email 

timing to what question they would have at this point in the cycle, no one is 
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gonna be upset about this. 

TOBI: Well, you know what? I also give people something of value so you 

can send out with one of these, for example, because you can send out your 

volunteer handbook. With one of these you could send out talking points, want 

to start helping now? The other trick to volunteer and not trick, but important 

thing to have happen is to have volunteers start to get involved early. You know, 

sometimes those of us who have long extensive volunteer orientations and 

training, sometimes volunteers train like months before they actually think they’re 

doing anything and contributing time so you can give them little like homework. 

Like, “Hey, you want to start helping us start spread the word about our 

organization, here’s some talking points.” Because here’s the thing. Here’s what’s 

happening with your volunteers. They’ve joined your organization, they’re getting 

excited about coming to your orientation or they’ve been to your orientation and 

getting excited about getting placed and being appointed to a position. They’re 

going to parties, barbecues at work and people are like, “What are you up to 

lately?” People are asking them that, what are you doing lately? Well, I’ve been 

volunteering. Really, where? And they are at a loss. At such and such. Really, what 

does that organization do? They are at a loss to answer that question. Give them 

the talking points. “Hey, this is what we’re about.” Just three or four talking points 

and you can do it in a really easy way. Don’t make it a bureaucratic sentence. 

Here’s five sentences, here’s ways you can help. You know and then if you want 

people to join, in another email you might say, “Hey, here’s three things you didn’t 

know about how you can learn about us via social media and how you can help 

spread the word via social media,” or if you have a portal for volunteers they’re 

gonna log in and log their hours, “Five hidden secrets to use our volunteer, 

exclusive volunteer software.” Each time you’re giving people, you’re educating 

them as they’re getting ready to come on board and I would never underestimate 

the power of a video, of a couple of your volunteers. It doesn’t have to be high 

production quality. It doesn’t. It could be sitting in front of the video camera on 

a laptop and just sitting there saying, “Hey, we’re two volunteers. We do what 

you’re going to be doing. We can’t wait to meet you. Here’s why we love what 
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we do,” or a behind the scenes “Hey, we’re gonna take you around the office 

and show you around the office. We know you can’t get here yet. We’re gonna 

take our iPhone camera and we’re just gonna show you and give you a quick 

tour around the office. What do you think?” If you get volunteers with the right 

personality, this does not have to be scripted.

BETH: I love that. It’s sort of anything you can do to take something from the 

unknown to the known.

TOBI: Exactly.

BETH: It makes people feel like they’re a part of something. Like I know I have 

a son that’s living in another state right now, and it’s like I didn’t really feel until 

I went down and saw his apartment and saw where he lived and could have a 

conversation with him about, you know, the things in his neighborhood and the 

things in the area like you get that connection so anything that you can do to 

create that connection, plus I love how you said just put actual other volunteers, 

the people that they’re likely to meet and work with in front of a camera so that 

they can see them and know them so that next time if they walk into a room and 

see those people they’re not gonna feel like strangers. They will have actually 

already seen and kind of already had a conversation with these people.

TOBI: Yeah, there’s a couple of really interesting research studies I’ve read 

recently. One is about familiarity and it’s really interesting. The more familiar you 

are, the more often you see someone and come into contact with somebody 

and get to know them, the more attractive they seem to you. So that could be 

translated to organizations and volunteer teams as well. Like the more you get to 

know them, the more attractive they are to you and the more you want, you know 

it’s just like sort of, you think about people you dated in the past.

BETH: I was gonna say that explains a lot in my life.

TOBI: You’re like familiarity does not breed contempt. It does not. It breeds love, 
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so that’s what you want to do. You want to get that familiarity going. The second 

research that I follow a lot is Edelman. Do you ever pay attention to the Edelman?

BETH: Yes, I do. 

TOBI: So Edelman … 

BETH: Describe it, and I’ll be sure to put a link to it in the show notes.

TOBI: They do this trust barometer every year and this year they’ve started 

talking about the inversion of influence so it used to be that the people that 

years ago, maybe like 5-10 years ago, the people we believed in and trusted 

were like CEOs, government officials, etc. Well, that you know I would say since 

Watergate in the ’70s, it’s just been eroding away, like regular authority figures, 

aside from college professors and doctors, are completely distrusted, distrusted, 

not good messengers. What is gaining, quickly gaining ground and has been 

gaining ground over year after year after year is people like me. So there’s been 

this inversion of influence and it makes sense, right because we pay attention to 

like the stars on Amazon. We go to TripAdvisor or we go to UrbanSpoon or we 

go to Yelp and we make our decisions based on what we think people like us are 

choosing, and so if you think of volunteers, who are the people like them? Well 

other volunteers. So the biggest influencers and I’m sorry, but NGO and nonprofit 

staff rank lower than people like me, are not doing well. We do not, and I know it 

will be your executive director who will go I would like to be the one speaking on 

that video welcoming the new volunteers and you’re like nooooo. You know show 

them the Edelman Trust Barometer and show them the strategic choice that we 

have volunteers because there’s an inversion of influence and these are gonna be 

the people who are the most highly trusted unless you have somebody in a white 

lab coat or a college professor. If you don’t have those two types of people. Now 

if your volunteer is a person in a white lab coat or a college professor, make sure 

you pump that up.
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BETH: Right, yeah.

TOBI: But if you’re a health care organization, like Doctors Without Borders, it’s a 

no brainer. Your volunteers are wearing a lab coat, but usually you’re not gonna 

have that luxury. So those are the people you want stepping up. In fact, you could 

make these email drip campaigns, I just thought of this right now, they could be 

from your welcome wagon, your welcome committee of volunteers. 

BETH: That is a great idea.

TOBI: You could deputize and again, you don’t write these emails every week. 

You set them up so that anytime you add a new email to this list, it automatically 

sends them when they’re supposed to be sent. Now these could be from your 

welcome team of like three volunteers. You know, in the first one, the first email 

you could put their photograph in there and you don’t have to put their whole 

name. You could put their first name and a last initial or just their first name. “Hey, 

we just want to introduce ourselves. Here’s who we are. We’re gonna be sending 

you some emails. We’re so excited you’re gonna be joining us as a volunteer. We 

are volunteers. Here’s why we love absolutely love this organization.” Think how 

much more powerful that is than from a staffer. I’m sorry. I love staffers to death. I 

was a staffer, but think about the difference. That is a wow factor to me.

BETH: I know. It’s really, really huge. It’s so funny. We just had a client here 

yesterday and we were talking about you know the thing that everyone talks 

about, you know, how do we get everyone to share our stuff. That’s like the root 

conversation of everything and by the time our show here airs, Karen from I don’t 

know, I’m messing it up so we would have had a show on a couple of weeks ago, 

with Karen Bantuveris and she talked about creating a social media buzz team, 

and in my first year, episode 22 that we did of the podcast I had Justin Ware on 

talking about developing social media ambassadors and I’m wondering if the 

buzz team is just like the new millennial version of that or is it just an evolutionary 

like in 2014 they were called social media ambassadors and now this is like the 
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new term. I don’t know. People have to let me know. What are you guys calling 

them? That’s exactly what we were talking about was you know she said we 

absolutely have the ambassadors, we share everything. We give the information 

out to all of our employees and ask all of them to share it and I had to say, “Well 

that’s nice to hea,r” and that’s good and you want to get your employees and 

your staff to share things, but that in now way is the same thing as getting your 

volunteers and your community and your donors involved in sharing things on 

your behalf. It reads so differently in the world.

TOBI: Well, it’s funny you should use the word ambassador because in my 

trainings I train people how to develop ambassador toolkits so you know they 

have like a cover letter. They have all your FAQs, your frequently asked questions, 

hyper links to things, your sample tweets, your sample Facebook posts, your 

sample blog posts, your newsletter, anything marketing materials. You know 

anything and these don’t all have to be digital. You can do like business cards. 

The other thing and you know people go that’s a lot of work. I don’t have time 

right now. I’ll put that on the back burner. That’s fine. Let me tell you one thing 

you could do right away.

BETH: My favorite!

TOBI: That’s so simple and you know it’s like get this done today and you’re 

gonna have more sharing happening. It’s so easy. It’s so obvious that people are 

like, “Oh yeah. Duh.” Put a share this button on every single one of your web 

pages, including where your volunteer landing page is, where you have your 

volunteer application, your volunteer position openings. Anywhere you have 

that’s, put a share this button on there. Duh! It’s that simple. You know.

BETH: Right and share, there’s actually literally a plug-in called Share This, but 

there’s other ways. Talk to your technology department. Like how do you do it? 

What do you recommend for that button?
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TOBI: I do, there’s Share This, which is the widget, Share This widget. Your IT 

people can help you, but there’s also Tell a Friend.

BETH: Oh, I didn’t know that one. I love it when I hear something new.

TOBI: You can have it linked to, you can get software. It’s really easy. You have a 

little button that says tell a friend and when they click on it, it opens up and it’s 

pre-populated. They can put in their email, they put in the email of the person 

that they’re sending it to and then it’s pre-populated with a sentence or two and 

they can send it like that or they can change it you know and just really simple.

BETH: And now what technology is Tell a Friend?

TOBI: I use just a regular, you know when you do a link, in websites you can just 

set up a link, a hyper link to be either a link that’s an email or a link that’s a hyper 

link to a website. I use that. It’s super simple.

BETH: It is super simple and if anybody hasn’t done that yet, the way it works is 

that you literally write the words mailto: all run together with a colon in front of 

somebody’s email address and that is what, in the same box that you would type 

www.organization.org, that you open up that box to put in a link and you put 

“mailto:Beth@IrisCreative.com” or whatever your email address is and that pops 

open in that box. I never thought of doing it that way. That is so simple and that 

doesn’t require any technology beyond what you have.

TOBI: Yeah, and a lot of like WordPress sites actually have a drop down and you 

can say “pick email.”

BETH: Oh, that’s good. That’s even easier.

TOBI: Just talk to your web folks. This is not rocket science. This is one of the 

most simple things you can do.
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BETH: And I love that. I’m a big fan of what’s a simple free tip that we can 

make sure that people have. So that was fabulous. I love that. The last question 

I just wanted to ask you is when you’re communicating with these volunteers, 

where does personalization factor in? You talked a little bit about knowing their 

different motivations, but how segmented do people really need to get in a way 

to make people feel that they’re speaking just to them and meeting their needs? 

Basically how forgiving are volunteers of that?

TOBI: I think they’re really forgiving. 

BETH: That’s good to know.

TOBI: The basic thing you can always do in your emails, you could always set up 

a merge, an email merge so that you can at least put “Hi so and so,” put their first 

name in.

BETH: And I really do think that makes a difference rather than sending out a 

“dear friend.”

TOBI: Or Hey Volunteer. 

BETH: Yeah.

TOBI: Hey Tobi. But you have to make sure that you gather that information from 

them, so you can’t just be entering in an email address. You’ve got to enter in first 

and last name. For the most part though, volunteers I think are more interested 

in, first of all, they are very humble people usually. Like if you ask a volunteer 

“What do you want for appreciation? Do you want a gift? Let’s see a gift we can 

give you,” and they’ll say “No, I do not want another coffee cup. Do not spend 

the organization’s money or resources on this type of thing. What I want to see 

is impact and what I want to see is us moving forward.” They’re very practical 

and very humble and so I think if they were to think you were spending a lot 

of time and effort trying to segment, segment, segment and spending time, I 
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don’t think they’d want you to do that. You know. The time to be personal is in 

onboarding a cohort, just make sure they’re moving together to do a certain job, 

if they’re event volunteers for a special event, yes segment that list and make 

sure that communication is related to that event, not all volunteers. You know if 

they’re gonna do a direct service volunteer gig and they’re doing a specific, you 

know what I mean. You can segment it that way, but I think the time for super 

personalization is when you’re appreciating volunteers and that can happen 

early on. There is nothing better than a hand written note that tells a volunteer. 

You know it’s like avatar. I see you. I see you. They want to know that you see 

the effort they’re making. Let’s say they’re in training. Hey I see the effort you’re 

making. You have to find something about, something they’ve done specifically 

or something about, let’s say they haven’t had a chance to have an impact yet, 

something about their personality that you enjoy that you think is gonna be 

helpful to the process. Like your sunny personality is really gonna be a help in this 

challenging work or I notice that you have been a real help around the classroom 

picking up and wiping off tables and putting chairs away at the end of the 

training. You know, I just want to tell you I see that and I really appreciate it. Like 

just simple stuff like that, just little, get a stack of thank you cards, stick it on your 

desk and as volunteers are going through you know if they have a birthday during 

on boarding process, just figure out a way to reach out you know and touch 

them with that personal communication and then obviously later on when they 

start serving and you know making big things happen. Clearly you know those 

personal touches are gonna matter, but that’s where it matters. It really matters 

so if you’re resourcing your time, resource your time to that.

BETH: To the gratitude and the thanks and making them feel that you really know 

them. I love that. Those are all such great suggestions. I really think people, I 

learned some new things and I truly appreciate your time sharing your knowledge 

and expertise with both me and the nonprofit community. If people have more 

questions, how can they get in touch with you?

TOBI: They can email me at Tobi, T-o-b-i@VolPro, V-o-l-P-r-o.net (Tobi@VolPro.
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net). They can also go, you’re gonna print …

BETH: All of these links will be on the show notes page.

TOBI: They can also, one thing they also might be interested in is downloading 

our volunteer management progress report, which is, I did a survey of volunteer 

managers this year and I’m gonna do it every year talking about their volunteer 

management practices, talking about their organizational sized budget, salary, 

etc. and we had about 950 people complete it from top to bottom and it was 

about 41 questions, it was huge.

BETH: Wow, that’s wonderful.

TOBI: So if you’re into volunteer management and you want to see what the 

trends are in volunteer management, that report can be found on my website, 

which is www.VolProNet. Oh, my goodness. This is terrible. 

BETH: We’ll put the link on the show notes pages.

TOBI: It will be on the show notes, but it’s www.VolPro.net so V-o-l-P-r-o.net and 

once you get on there you can poke around. We have a newsletter, we have some 

free e-courses that come to you via drip email. We use drip email, too, so there’s 

lots of stuff, free stuff you can get and if you join our newsletter, there’s surprise 

freebies in our welcome drip campaign and it can help you kind of look at a 

model of a drip campaign as it comes to you. You can say, “Look what she’s doing 

in that email.” Oh, that’s a good idea. I think I’m gonna rip that off. Totally fine!

BETH: Absolutely.

TOBI: Steal where you can, people! Gotta do it.

BETH: Definitely. Thank you so much. This was fabulous.

TOBI: Thank you so much, Beth. It’s been a lot of fun.
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