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planning and managing a successful virtual volunteer program
[bookmark: _GoBack]Virtual volunteering is not a replacement for face-to-face volunteering; instead, it expands and complements your volunteer resources. It enables more people to contribute to programs that support Service Members and their families. A benefit of virtual volunteering is that it can allow for greater participation of people who might find on-site volunteering difficult or impossible because of a disability or other life circumstances. This in turn allows organizations to benefit from the additional talent and resources of more volunteers. However, it is important to recognize the distinct aspects of virtual volunteering and establish your program in a systematic way that will ensure success. The following steps have been compiled from a variety of experiences and associated lessons learned from virtual volunteer programs and related remote operations.  
Understand the Virtual Culture. 
Today, many people are familiar with digital communications; in fact, in many organizations more people send emails and texts than communicate by phone. If you already use computers and smart phones as primary means of communication, you are on your way. 
Check your Technology. Ensure both staff has experience with and access to commonly used communication tools, including devices, social media, and email domains. Technology failures, especially at critical times, can frustrate users and jeopardize performance. Brainstorm potential obstacles and challenges with the staff and use this information to adjust processes and procedures, including hiring practices.
Set Expectations. Before you hire and actively engage virtual volunteers, you will need to have associated processes and procedures in place. That means when and how you will communicate, collaborate, and coordinate. It should address how specific tasks will be assigned, periodic “check-ins,” the delivery of products and services, and follow-up actions. Review the procedures with existing staff to incorporate their ideas and get buy-in. If additional training is needed, identify and plan for it.
Adapt your Hiring and Training Practices. Virtual volunteering assignments vary widely: from conducting research and gathering information to maintaining online communications and supervising chat rooms for partners and beneficiaries. These assignments require clear and effective communications in job postings and interviews, an understanding of their skills and experience in relationship to your needs, and specifically designed orientation and training. The policies, processes, and procedures you have already developed, combined with emerging program needs, will be the basis for hiring and training. 
[image: C:\Users\jjb\AppData\Local\Microsoft\Windows\INetCache\Content.Word\Vol-Header.png]
· 
Family and Employer, Programs & Policy	Page 1 of 2
Family and Employer, Programs & Policy	Page 3 of 3

Make Resources Available. From training materials to program information and toolkits, all resources should be available online and easy to access. Those “continuity books” and reference files that used to reside on bookshelves and in file cabinets must now be available electronically. A well-organized knowledge management system will prove to be a benefit to all on-site staff and volunteers as well as team members who work virtually.
Make the Right Assignments. Just as with traditional volunteering, a first step in creating tasks for online volunteers is to look around and see what needs to be done to enhance and expand support to Service members and their Families. Then consider how that work can be accomplished. If you are in doubt about the ability to handle it virtually, run a test. You shouldn’t risk failure by premature dependence on your virtual team; however, in many cases, you will be pleasantly surprised at the effectiveness and efficiency you can achieve. 
Communicate, Communicate, Communicate! Managing virtual members is not vastly different from managing people onsite, and even comes naturally to some. Still, some adjustments in styles and approaches to volunteer management must be made to ensure success. You started with clear processes and procedures, and many of them related to communications. Now you must execute—frequent, clear, and focused two-way communications. Don’t forget the value of address groups and informational copies of important communications; they help to keep everyone informed.
Celebrate Successes. Recognition of a volunteer’s contribution is important whether the actions are in-person or virtual. Avoid the old adage, “out of sight; out of mind.”  It is easy to offer a thank you when you see people every day, but it is just as important to offer that same appreciation virtually. Also, don’t forget your virtual volunteers for more visible recognition like “Volunteer of the Month” and special awards. Use feedback from online volunteers, staff, on-site volunteers, and collaborating organizations to honor the contributions of all.  
Remember: Safety, Security, and Protection of Privacy. Just as with face-to-face volunteering programs, a virtual volunteering program needs to have guidelines in place to protect everyone involved—volunteers, staff, and beneficiaries alike—to ensure participants’ safety and privacy. It is especially important to protect Personally Identifiable Information (PII) of all and the safety and security of children.
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