
Empowering Volunteers
for commitment and engagement



Todayôs Take-Aways

ÅUnderstand why empowering volunteers is important

ÅTools in your leadership toolbox to empower 

volunteers

ÅEmpowering volunteers is a process

ÅLeaders come in all forms-a leader doesnôt need to 

have a title to be a leader



What will we cover today?

ÅBackground on volunteerism

ÅWhy is empowering volunteers important?

ÅEffective leadership for empowering volunteers

ÅStrategies for empowering volunteers

ÅTeam exercise



Volunteerism

Why people volunteer?

Why Master Gardeners volunteer?

How do these two things relate?



Why do people volunteer?

ÅSelf-serving reasons

ÁI volunteer because Iôm going to get 
something I want out of it.

ÅRelational Drive

ÁI volunteer because my friend asked 
me to.

ÅBelief Drive

ÁI volunteer because I believe in the 
cause or the mission of the 
organization Iôm giving my time to.



Why do people become 
WSU Master Gardener Volunteers?

ÅLearn more about horticulture/gardening.

ÅTo participate in a group of people with similar 

interests.

ÅTo give back to their community on a topic theyôre 
passionate about.



Volunteering & WSU Master Gardener 
Volunteering

WSU Master Gardeners

ÅWSU Master Gardeners volunteer to 

learn more about gardening.

ÅWSU Master Gardeners volunteer to be 

part of a group of people with similar 

interests.

ÅWSU Master Gardeners volunteer 

because they believe in and have a 

passion for the mission of education 

and service.

Volunteers

ÅSelf-serving

ÅRelationships

ÅBelief in cause



Levels of commitment in volunteerism

Reasons for 
volunteering are linked 

to levels of commitment 

in volunteerism.

Cause

Highest Level 
of Commitment

Relationships

Middle Level of 
Commitment

Self-Serving

Lowest Level of 
Commitment

Largest % of volunteers



Levels of commitment in volunteerism

As leaders in volunteer 
programs we want to 

engage volunteers to 

move them from self-
serving to belief in the 

cause.

How? Through 

empowerment!

Cause

Highest Level 
of Commitment

Relationships

Middle Level of 
Commitment

Self-Serving

Lowest Level of 
Commitment

Largest % of volunteers



Empowerment Defined

Merriam Webster

Åthe act or action of 

empowering someone 

or something : the 

granting of the power, 

right, or authority to 

perform various acts 

or duties 

Åthe state of being 

empowered to do 

something : the power, 

right, or authority to 

do something

Energizeinc.com

ÅGiving sense of 

control

ÅAuthority to think

ÅAuthority to plan and 

evaluate their work

ÅAuthority to decide 

what to do 

ÅVolunteer has a 

degree of autonomy

https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/empower


Remember!

ÅNothing in this presentation is absolute or exclusive

ÅEmpowerment does not mean giving up control, it 

means trusting the volunteer(s).

ÅMost of us have a desire for power-the ability to 
think, plan, evaluate and decide.

ÅEmpowerment is a continuous process

ÅLeaders can be anyone! Not just coordinators or 

faculty. Every volunteer can be a leader.



Leadership, Power & Personal Power

ÅLeadership: is the process by which one person 
influences the thoughts, attitudes and behaviors of 

others.

ÅPower: the potential or ability to influence decisions 
and control resources.

ÁA leaderôs power and influence increases when it is 
shared.

ÁEmpowerment is a basic component of shared and 
distributed leadership

ÁTeam members with more power accomplish more





Leadership, Power & Personal Power

ÅPersonal Power: derived from the person, rather 
than the organization.

ÁWe do not have legitimate or authoritative power.

ÁWe must build relationships

ÁEarn trust

ÁEarn respect by following through on commitments, 
walking the walk and talking the talk

ÁModel desired behaviors of integrity, honesty, fairness, 
adaptability, team work etc.



Why is empowering volunteers important?

Organizational 
Empowerment

=

Successful 
Organizations

Empower

Enhance

enable

engage



Empowering Volunteers?

ÅMaximizes volunteer satisfaction

ÅSatisfied volunteers are committed volunteers

ÅCommitted volunteers are engaged volunteers

ÅEngaged volunteers go above and beyond the call. 
Theyôre willing to sacrifice for the cause.

ÅEngaged volunteers are generally empowered
volunteers.

ÅOrganizations with engaged volunteers are 

successful organizations!



Leaders of Volunteers must be able to:

Å Define the 

destination 

Å Remove roadblocks 

to success

Å Assure guardrails 

are in place

Å Trust volunteers to 

meet or exceed 

expectations

Å Know that your way 

isnõt the only or the 

best way

Å Communicate 

regularly and give 

feedback



Volunteer Empowerment

Passion

CompetenceCommitment

Passion, 

Commitment & 

Competence 

must be fully 

developed for 

Empowerment



Developing Volunteer Passion

Empowering 
leaders: 

Åinspire, 

Åchannel, 

Ådevelop

and 

Åunleash passion.



Developing Volunteer Competence

Ensuring volunteers 
have:

Åtools for success

Åunderstand 
expectations 

Åcan meet 
expectations

Åhave confidence in 

abilities



Leadership Styles & Volunteer Competence

ÅVolunteer 

Competence-

ÁA volunteerôs ability 
to do expected 
tasks & behave 
according to 
expectations

Coaching

Empowering Directing

Supporting



Leadership Styles, Volunteer Competence, & 
Volunteer Commitment

CoachingSupporting

Low Competence

High Commitment

Low to Some 
Competence

Low Commitment

Moderate to High 
Competence

Variable Commitment

High Competence

High Commitment

DevelopingDeveloped
Volunteer Competence Level

Basic TraineeInternNewly CertifiedExperienced

DirectiveCoachingSupportingDelegate

Å Leader Driven

Å Task & 

relationship 

focused

Å Build trust
Å Encourage 

participation

Å Leader-driven

Å Task-focused

Å Telling

Å Teaching

Å Follower-driven 

Å Empowering

Å Observing

Å Leader has full 

trust

Å Follower driven

Å Task & 

relationship 

focused

Å Some teaching 
needed

Å developing 

confidence



4 Behaviors of Leadership in Volunteer 
Empowerment

Enhance/

Direct

Empower/

Delegate

Engage/

Support

Enable/

Coach

Volunteer 

Passion

1

2

3

4



Goals of Enhance and Direct

ÅInspire the passion to move a volunteer 
from the first level of volunteer 

commitment through to the next level of 

volunteer commitment and competence.

ÅIncrease volunteer competence or ability 

to perform needed tasks and behave 
according to expectations. i.e. 

policies/procedures

ÅEnhance their abilities

Enhance

Direct



Volunteer Characteristics

Enhance

Direct

Å Generally, a new volunteer

Å Lacks competence

Å Little to no experience in the 

role

Å Formative

Å Willing to learn

Å Feeling insecure

Å Feeling highly committed to 

accomplish tasks 

New volunteer 

or 

Basic Trainee



What does enhance/direct mean?

Enhance

Direct

Å Leader-driven

Å Task-focused

Å Be adaptable to volunteer 

needs

Å Set performance standards

Å Use telling & teaching 

Å Offer clear instruction

Å Provide regular follow-up

Å Concentrate on volunteer 

strengths

Å Encourage and motivate

New volunteer 

or 

Basic Trainee



Goals of Enable and Coach

ÅChannel the passion in a direction we 

need it to go.

ÅEncourage participation.

ÅBegin to build trust

ÅGive responsibility at a level the 

volunteer will be successful at.

ÅGive authority at the level the volunteer 

will be successful at.

ÅGive volunteers the resources they 

need to successfully accomplish the 

mission.

ÅEnable success

Enable

Coach



Volunteer Characteristics

Enable

Coach

Å Some competence has been 

developed

Å Some confidence has been 

developed

Å Commitment has grown

Å Commitment waivers relative 

to confidence

Å Need recognition from the 

leader that theyôre doing the 

right thing

WSU Master 

Gardener Intern



What does enable/coach mean?

Enable

Coach

Å Leader-driven

Å Task & relationship focused

Å Begin development a 

relationship

Å Build trust

Å Listen, offer advice, suggest

Å Less telling and more 

suggesting

Å Encourage participation

Å Provide recognition

Å Recognition motivates 

volunteers to move to the next 

level

WSU Master 

Gardener Intern



Goals of Engage and Support

ÅDevelop the passion, fan the flames, 

move the volunteer to the next level 

of commitment.

ÅGive volunteers opportunities to use 

their knowledge, skills and abilities in 

meaningful ways that align with the 

mission and goals.

ÅEncourage self leadership, volunteers 

should choose their own methods for 

completing the task.

ÅEngage the volunteers in important 

and challenging work and support 

them through success.

Engage

Support



Volunteer Characteristics

Engage

Support

Å Volunteer is competent

Å Not fully committed

Å Not fully confident in his/her 

ability

Å Is inconsistent in their 

involvement

Å Is inconsistent in the work 

quality

Å Inconsistency and lack of 

commitment is directly 

related to lack of confidence

Newly Certified 

WSU Master 

Gardener




