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ow much are your volunteers worth? 
Nonprofit advocacy group Independent 
Sector has estimated the value of the 

average American volunteer at $23.56 an hour. 
Volunteers who perform specialized services — for 
example, an accountant who volunteers to prepare 
your nonprofit’s tax return — are, arguably, even 
more valuable.

Whether your entire workforce is unpaid (as is the 
case with 85% of U.S. nonprofits, according to the 
IRS), or you rely on a few dedicated volunteers to 
support your robust paid staff, you can’t afford to 
lose these treasures. So make the happiness of your 
volunteers a priority that ranks up there with safe-
guarding donations and your other financial assets.

Create a professional program
When you consider the value of volunteers, it’s 
easy to see that they’re similar to paid employ-
ees. So why not “professionalize” your volunteer 
program? A well-run program can provide par-
ticipants with a sense of ownership and “job” 
satisfaction.

Volunteers entering your program should receive 
a formal orientation and participate in one or 
more training sessions (depending on the com-
plexity of the work they’ll be performing). Even 
if they’ll be contributing only a couple of hours 
a week or month, ask them to commit to at least 
a loose schedule. And as with your paid staffers, 
volunteers should set annual performance goals. 
For example, a volunteer might decide to redesign 
your website, learn enough about your mission to 
be able to speak publicly on the subject or work a 
total of 100 hours. 

If volunteers accomplish their goals, you must 
recognize and reward them. Publicizing the fact 
that volunteers have achieved certain objectives is 
important, but don’t stop there. Also “promote” 
volunteers who have proved they’re capable of 
assuming greater responsibility. For example, 
award the job of volunteer coordinator to some-
one who has exhibited strong communication and 
organization skills.

Keep them engaged
A formal program won’t keep volunteers engaged 
if it doesn’t take advantage of their talents or 
acknowledge their interests. What’s more, most 
volunteers want to know that the work they do 
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Don’t just assume that 
volunteers want to use the 
skills they already have. Many 
people volunteer to learn 
something new.
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matters. So even if they must occasionally perform 
menial tasks such as cleaning up after a fundraiser, 
help them understand how every activity contrib-
utes to your nonprofit’s success.

To the extent you can, give volunteers assign-
ments they want in areas where they can make a 
difference. During the training process, inventory 
each volunteer’s experience, education, skills and 
interests and be sure to ask if there’s a particular 
project that attracts them. It’s important that you 
don’t just assume that they want to use the skills 
they already have. Many people volunteer to learn 
something new. 

Make it fun
Although most people volunteer with the under-
standing that you’ll put them to work, they also 
expect to enjoy the process and even have fun. So 
be careful not to make the same demands on vol-
unteers that you would on employees. Obviously, 
you don’t want to waste time on high-maintenance 
individuals, but try to be flexible when it comes to 
such issues as scheduling. Professional and fam-
ily demands sometimes prevent volunteers from 
showing up when scheduled and you should try to 
accommodate them cheerfully.

Because many volunteers are motivated by the 
opportunity to meet like-minded people, include 
socializing in your program. Newbies should be 
introduced to other volunteers and assigned to 
work alongside someone who knows the ropes — 
at least in the beginning. Also schedule on- and 
off-site social activities so volunteers can get to 
know one another outside “work” hours.

Remember to say “thank you”
No volunteer program can be successful without 
frequent and effusive “thank-yous.” Verbal appre-
ciation will do, but consider holding a volunteer 
thank-you event to celebrate the valuable contri-
butions of your unpaid workforce. l

BUILDING A BETTER VOLUNTEER SURVEY

Traditionally, nonprofit volunteer surveys ask 
questions like these: Was your orientation 
session informative? Do you enjoy your  
assignments? Are staff members supportive? 
These are all legitimate queries because 
they directly address volunteer satisfaction 
and can help you to isolate potential prob-
lems that may cause volunteer attrition.

But volunteer surveys should have another 
purpose as well: to measure the impact of 
volunteers on your organization and the 
community it serves. To make this second 
type of assessment, consider including 
questions such as:

•  What feedback have you received from 
clients and other stakeholders about the 
value of your work?

•  Were you able to meet the goals you 
set for this year? If not, what prevented you 
from meeting them?

•  What can we do to help you be a more 
impactful volunteer?

Structured formats, such as multiple-choice 
questions, are easier to tabulate, but ques-
tions such as these elicit more informative 
answers. Compiling the results may take 
more work, but the insights they provide will 
be worth the effort.
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loud computing promises lower tech-
nology costs and greater efficiency and 
productivity. Yet many nonprofits have 

yet to move to the cloud, possibly because their 
staffs are smaller, their IT expertise is limited or 
they’re simply so focused on their mission that 
they don’t have time to consider new technologies. 
Fortunately, cloud computing is a fairly simple 
concept that’s relatively easy to adopt. Here’s what 
your organization needs to know.

Remote control
Cloud computing, also known as “software as a 
service,” uses a network of remote third-party 
servers made available online. Rather than relying 
on your organization’s own computers or server, 
you remotely share software and storage to process, 
manage and share information. You’re probably 
familiar with webmail services such as Gmail or 
Yahoo Mail. These are, in fact, cloud computing 
alternatives to hosting email on your own server.

For many nonprofits, the greatest advantage of 
using cloud services is lower costs. The technology 
generally eliminates pricey contracts and per-user 
licensing fees. Instead, cloud customers typically 
pay a monthly subscription fee or are billed based 
on actual usage. What’s more, service providers 
update their offerings and provide security patches 
on an ongoing basis. Also, most cloud platforms 
make it easier to track and report funds over mul-
tiple time periods, analyze budgets, expenses and 
cash flows, and produce specialized data reports.

Another benefit — particularly for nonprofits that 
are growing or shrinking or that have fluctuat-
ing technology needs throughout the year — is 
the scalability of cloud services. You can scale up 

when you need more storage or data capacity and 
scale back when you need less. Also, because cloud 
services aren’t limited to a physical location and 
can be accessed from anywhere, they make it easy 
for colleagues, board members and volunteers to 
collaborate on projects. 

Rest assured
For some nonprofits, uncertainty about the secu-
rity and privacy provided by cloud services has 
given them pause in the past. But most reputable 
services now boast better protections, includ-
ing firewalls, authorization restrictions and data 
encryption, than your own nonprofit could afford 
to put in place on its own. And cloud services 
typically offer continuous data backup and disaster 
recovery capabilities, so you don’t have to worry 
about losing important records related to donors, 
employees and your organization’s finances due to 
a physical server failure. 

That said, your nonprofit can’t possibly have as 
much control over a cloud system as it would of its 

Why cloud computing  
makes sense for most nonprofits
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here are several good reasons for non- 
profits to make timekeeping a priority —  
including the requirements of govern-

ment and private funders. But even if you weren’t 
obligated to track and allocate employee time, 
careful timekeeping can make your organization 
stronger. 

If your staffers aren’t always enthusiastic about 
the task, take heart. Newer software helps make 
timekeeping faster and easier than ever.

Nonnegotiable tracking
At minimum, nonprofits are compelled by federal 
and state wage-and-hours laws to do a certain 
amount of time tracking. These laws require you 
to document hours worked by hourly employees. 
And even though you don’t pay salaried workers 

by the hour, if you get into a dispute over wages 
or an employee’s exempt status, you’ll need proof 
of time worked. Exempt employees generally 
include executive, administrative, professional and 
outside salespeople who earn a salary.

Federal and state governmental and corporate 
funders also may stipulate certain timekeeping 
practices. In general, your nonprofit should doc-
ument incurred costs for funders that reimburse 
expenses or fund specific programs or activities. 
Because payroll is probably your biggest expense, 
you need to document amounts paid and allocate 
them to various programs and supporting services. 
Federal cost principles clearly require expense 
allocation documentation, including allowable and 
unallowable as well as reimbursable and nonreim-
bursable items.

Timekeeping doesn’t have to be a burden
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own infrastructure. So if control is a priority, you 
need to weigh it against the other benefits of cloud 
computing. 

Vendor options
To find a cloud computing vendor, seek recom-
mendations from other nonprofits, IT experts and 
professional advisors such as your CPA. You’ll 
want to look for a service that: 

l	Frequently updates features,

l	Immediately responds to security threats,

l	Protects the privacy of your data,

l	 Backs up data in multiple locations around the 
country, and

l	 Allows you to retrieve all of your data in a non-
proprietary format should the service go out of 
business.

Cost is another major consideration when select-
ing a vendor. But your nonprofit may qualify for 
discounts or even gratis services. Last January, for 
example, Microsoft pledged to donate $1 billion 
in Microsoft Cloud services to nonprofits over a 
three-year period.

Get satisfaction
Before leaping into the cloud, be sure to research 
your options. Once you’ve selected one, plan to 
regularly revisit your decision. If, after a year or so, 
you’re not satisfied with your cloud service, look 
into alternatives. l
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Timekeeping is further necessary to comply with 
the Affordable Care Act. Under the act, employees 
who work, on average, 30 or more hours per week 
are considered full-time. Employers with 50 or 
more full-time and full-time equivalent employ-
ees may face a penalty if they don’t offer full-time 
employees sufficient health care coverage.

Optional but recommended
Generally Accepted Accounting Principles 
(GAAP) may come into play, too. If your organi-
zation follows GAAP, you must allocate expenses 
to specific programs and supporting services. You 
also must provide support for allocation of payroll 
expenses and related taxes and benefits. Often, the 
payroll allocation is the basis for recording other 
expenses by program. The same holds true for 
costs deducted from unrelated business income. 
The IRS requires that these expenses be based on 
contemporaneous information.

Although you’re not required to track volunteer 
time, you may want to consider it. Knowing the 
total number of hours they contribute helps you 
show donors and other stakeholders the true cost 
of running your programs and the full scope of 
support provided by volunteers. It also enables you 
to recognize and reward committed volunteers. (See 
“Volunteers are a valuable financial asset” on page 2.)

But whether you’re required to keep time or not, it’s 
simply a best practice. Careful allocation of payroll 
and other expenses is necessary for you to know the 
true cost of running programs. This can help you 
decide whether to continue specific initiatives, max-
imize your cost recovery and increase the likelihood 
of continuing to obtain funding for programs. 

Simple and efficient
There are plenty of ways to track and allocate pay-
roll and related expenses, but you want to find the 
simplest and most efficient. Generally, the most 
effective procedures involve collecting information 
as early as possible, verifying its validity and letting 

your software program do the rest. For example, 
you can require employees to record their own 
time daily (or use a time clock system that does it 
automatically). Consistency is important: Once 
you’ve established a policy, make sure staff and 
managers adhere to it.

Tracking time for employees who work exclusively 
in a single program is easy. But others may super-
vise or work in multiple programs or a combi-
nation of program and supporting service areas. 
Particularly important is that you capture these 
employees’ time and allocate it as soon as possible. 
If daily tracking isn’t possible, consider capturing 
time data for a few representative periods during 
the year and applying those percentages broadly.

The efficacy of these procedures will depend on 
the quality of your timekeeping software. If you’re 
using old software, it’s probably worthwhile to 
upgrade to a program that meets your nonprofit’s 
changing needs. Ask your financial advisor for 
suggestions.

New solutions
Failing to properly record worker — and sometimes 
even volunteer — hours could result in financial 
penalties, legal trouble and bad publicity. If your cur-
rent timekeeping method is onerous and ineffective, 
it’s time to look for new solutions that will encour-
age everyone in your organization to comply. l
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onprofits are hiring! That’s according to 
human resources consultant Nonprofit 
HR and charity watchdog GuideStar. 

In 2016, they surveyed almost 450 nonprofits and 
found that more than half of all small, midsize 
and large organizations were actively seeking new 
staff. Only 8% of respondents planned to elimi-
nate jobs.

Although the survey’s results showed healthy job 
growth of 6% over 2015, plenty of nonprofits are 
still hesitating to add employees to the payroll. If 
your organization is on the sidelines but think-
ing about hiring in the near future, the following 
three questions can help you decide:

1. Do you need more staffers? Although this may 
seem like an obvious question, it isn’t necessarily. 
Even if you plan to expand services and intro-
duce new programs, volunteers may be capable 
of picking up the slack. Or current staffers may 
be underused on projects that are stagnating or 
winding down. Carefully examine your nonprofit’s 
priorities and consider eliminating programs that 
aren’t meeting expectations so that you can rede-
ploy human resources where you need them most. 

2. Do you have the money? Many nonprofits are 
experiencing a rebound in financial support to 

prerecession levels. Even if you’re flush, the fact 
remains that nonprofits are obligated to be careful 
financial stewards. Donors, watchdog groups and 
the media demand it. 

So consider how you’ll make the most of any new 
staffing budget before you spend it. Is it more 
important to hire one executive-level person or 
two entry-level staffers? Are you hoping to attract 
someone from the for-profit business world? If 
so, you may need to pay him or her more than 
you would a candidate from the nonprofit sector. 
The bottom line is that you’ll need to make hard 
choices, regardless of the size of your budget.

3. Is outsourcing an option? Remember that, 
when you hire full-time employees, the expense isn’t 
limited to salaries or hourly wages — you’ll also 
be paying for benefits. In many cases, it’s cheaper 
to outsource functions, particularly accounting, IT 
and human resources work. Outsourcing offers the 
additional benefit of being temporary if you aren’t 
happy with the vendor. Underperforming employees 
are much harder to let go.

These are only a few questions to ask before 
deciding to hire new employees. The important 
thing is to share the decision. Consult your orga-
nization’s managers, board members and profes-
sional advisors. l

Other nonprofits are hiring — should yours?
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Even if you plan to  
expand services, volunteers 
may be capable of picking  
up the slack.




