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Volunteer Training Programmes 
A brief outline 

 
 
1. Introduction: 
 
Having a well-thought out and appropriate training programme for your volunteers is central 
to the success of your service. There are three main types of “training” which you need to 
think about: 
 

 Induction 

 Training for the volunteer role 

 Informational training about the client group or context 
 
These courses can be brought to the volunteers either by having someone design and 
deliver them internally, or by sending the volunteers on an external course run by another 
organisation or agency. The first two are almost always done in-house, but the latter is often 
sourced externally from a specialist organisation. 
 
 
2. Reasons for reviewing training provision 
 
Often in an organisation, these courses have grown up over time. They may not get 
reviewed as the organisation changes or as outside circumstances develop. They may even 
be slightly different from region to region, department to department or even trainer to 
trainer. This is not always a bad thing, but it can cause problems: 
 

 If the organisation is trying to make changes and needs everyone to understand key 
messages 

 If the organisation is trying to deliver a service to a specific standard, for instance 
under a service level agreement with a funder 

 If there are internal changes with people moving on or lots of new volunteers coming 
in 

 
An annual review of the training programme and a thorough overhaul every three years or so 
is essential given the importance of volunteer training to the effectiveness of the 
organisation. 
 
 
3. Developing or reviewing the training programme 
 
The starting point for any training work is always; what do you want the volunteers to do? 
This will be based on the needs you have identified amongst your client group. Unless this is 
clear to all concerned, not least the volunteer, then there will be all sorts of 
misunderstandings. 
 

3.1 The volunteer role 
 
Each sort of activity needs a volunteer role description of some sort and it is useful to 
have these explicitly written down. Included in this should be any specific legal 
requirements, such as a hygiene certificate, the volunteer needs to have to undertake 
that role. Roles may change and develop over time, through experience gained in the 
field, and in response to the strengths and weaknesses of individuals. It is worth 
keeping tabs on this and, again, updating regularly. 
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3.2 The organisational context 
 
The volunteer needs to know how they fit in to the organisation, who manages them, 
who to go to with problems or queries, how to claim expenses and so on. They also 
need to know what the mission or the organisation is; why they are doing what they 
do and what value it offers. This is most often done when someone first joins the 
organisation, but many charities have found it beneficial to do a similar exercise 
every two years or so, maybe as a short item at volunteer meetings, to keep 
everyone up to date. 
 
3.3 The external context 
 
A volunteer will usually volunteer for reasons relating to the mission of the charity, the 
needs of a client group or their personal connection with the issues. However, once 
they are volunteering with the organisation, they will need to be kept up to date with 
the issues in the sector in which they are working. It could be that government 
legislation around the work has changed or is about to change, such as the funding 
for personal care for the elderly. It could be new information, scientific advances or a 
new way of doing something. Very often, specialist organisations offer training 
around emerging issues, but that can be difficult to afford for a large number of 
volunteers and may need to be delivered in another way. 

 
Some organisations pull all of these together in a set of standards, sometimes called 
“competences”, which give a framework for the volunteer to complete a combination of 
elements of the training programme suitable for their own role. This makes it easier to 
acknowledge the experience and skills a volunteer may bring with them, and to judge their 
progress along the way. 
 
 
4. Delivering the training programme 
 
There are a huge variety of options these days for delivering training. The choice of how to 
do so may be dictated by such factors as; resources (both money and time), in-house 
expertise, the demographic of the volunteers or availability of technical solutions. Arguably, 
the most usual are: 
 

 Face-to-Face training; either as a stand-alone event or part of another meeting 

 Written materials; such as a volunteer manual or study pack 

 Peer-to-peer support; as in buddying or mentoring by experienced volunteers, often 
on the job 

 
Increasingly, organisations are having success with other ways of delivering training such as 
video lectures, online conferences (quite simple nowadays as every laptop, smartphone or 
PC comes with a camera), web-based training such as discussion forums and Q&A 
sessions. In addition, a combination of paper-based and “e-learning” techniques can provide 
an extremely flexible study programme.  
 
All of this, however, should be used to enhance rather than replace the personal, face-to-
face work which is enjoyed as much for its social aspects as the learning outcomes, by many 
volunteers. 
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5. The training programme as part of the “volunteer management cycle” 
 
A training programme can rarely be taken in isolation from the range of tasks which relate to 
the management of volunteers. There are several models of this, but all have similar 
elements, several of which have been referred to above: 
 

 (Definition of need and the volunteer role needed to address this) 

 Recruitment 

 Selection 

 Induction 

 Training  

 Retention 

 Reward 

 Effective exit 
 
A good, cohesive training programme, delivered in an appropriate way, can make all the 
difference to this cycle: It enhances the offering to prospective volunteers, for instance a 
younger demographic of volunteers likes an accredited course or a work-skills portfolio 
approach: A good induction enthuses and engages a new volunteer and helps them to feel 
part of the organisation: Volunteers stay longer if they are supported, helped to cope with 
new challenges and kept up to date with what’s happening: If volunteers are well-trained, 
they can exit the organisation when the time comes, with increased skills and confidence, 
having had a worthwhile experience to tell others about. 
 
 
6. Conclusion 
 
A “training programme” doesn’t have to be a big, expensive, hi-tech piece of work. It should 
be appropriate to the organisation and its volunteers and proportionate to the roles they are 
undertaking. It can be a useful tool for the organisation and can be an enjoyable and fun part 
of the volunteering experience for the volunteers. Whatever it is, a training programme 
should be thought about carefully and regularly reviewed so that it goes on supporting the 
work with clients or on the important issues, for years to come. 
  
 

Further information: 
 
For more information on the issues covered here, some useful organisations and websites 
are: 
 

 National Association of Voluntary and Community Action www.navca.org.uk  

 National Council for Voluntary Organisations www.ncvo-vol.org.uk  

 Directory of Social Change www.dsc.org.uk  

 Practical information is also available at www.volresource.org.uk  
 
See also briefs on Managing organisational change and Managing projects which are 
available to download free at www.franklin-hart.co.uk . Look out for the forthcoming 
publication “Challenges and Change: managing a charity in difficult times” available in June 
2012. 
 
To enquire about the services around these issues offered by Franklin Hart Consultancy, or 
reserve a copy of “Challenges and Change”, please contact Caro Hart at  
Caro.Hart@Franklin-Hart.co.uk . 


