[image: image1.jpg]~_ giving
nhature
a home



[image: image1.jpg]

Myths About Problem Volunteers

There are myths that surround problem volunteers, and when accepted as truths, they impede a healthy climate in the RSPB.  This, in turn, causes many good volunteers to leave, results in potential volunteers who hear horror stories about problems to decide to volunteer elsewhere and causes paid staff to lose confidence in working partnerships with volunteers.

As a manager of volunteers, you cannot afford to hang onto any of the following myths or allow volunteers to do so.  Some of these myths include:

1. ‘Ignoring problems will make them go away.’
WRONG.  They may go underground and be harder to identify but they won’t go away!

2. ‘No one else notices.’
Don’t fool yourself into matyrdom.  Thinking that you alone are suffering with a volunteer who constantly complains is foolish.  If the volunteer complains to you about others, she probably complains to others about you!

3. ‘I can fix a dysfunctional person.’
Wrong again.  That’s not in your job description as a manager of volunteers.  Trying to do so will drain energies, reduce creativity and probably cause the 98% of volunteers who are not troublesome to lose patience with their manager’s priorities and decisiveness.  As a manager of volunteers, you must address problems and consequences caused by people volunteering for you but you really can’t FIX a truly dysfunctional person.

4. ‘There’s good in everyone…I just need to give them time to show it.’
Here is where people can get bogged down in philosophical debates, but we need to admit that there are some nasty people with less-than-honourable reasons to volunteer.  Giving a paedophile ‘time’ to see the error of his way’s is not in the job description of any manager of volunteers.  Allowing someone who delights in starting rumours that are deeply destructive to staff and other volunteers is NOT in the best interest of the RSPB.  As difficult as it may be to admit, there are some bad seeds around.

5. ‘A confrontation will make things worse.  They might get mad.’
That may be true for a short time, but NOT confronting will make matters worse for sure.  If having someone angry is a terrifying thought, it might be good to get some training in assertiveness.  You must keep control and remain focused on the overall good of the program and its effectiveness.

6. ‘A confrontation might result in the volunteer leaving and if they do, I’ll be really stuck.’
If that is correct, and you are that dependent on the presence of a single person, there are problems much deeper than a conflict with one person.

7. ‘If I’m truly a caring person, I can handle all the people who are problems’
Get over the myth that a manager of volunteers has to be a saint.  Never believe press clippings – graduate degree from the School of Nicey-Nice is not necessarily a good thing.  All the caring in the world won’t solve the problems caused by nasty, spoiled, dominating trouble-makers.

8. ‘Everyone wants to be fixed.’ 
Not true.  There are some people who actually enjoy their dysfunction.  Some whiners like to whine.  Some people who are rude and bossy get a kick out of that behaviour.  Some chronically dependent people like that role because it forces others to rescue them and actually makes them dominant!

There are even some highly dysfunctional people to whom failure is success.  Their goal is to be a victim when things to wrong or people get angry with them.  Being a victim is their way of getting sympathy from on-lookers, soothing ‘now, now dear’ statements from rescuers and full-blown pity-parties from all the mother superiors in a five-mile area.  

No, everyone does NOT want to be fixed!

When any of the above myths persist, much time and energy is wasted as people try to circumvent the unresolved conflicts such false beliefs create.  At all costs, reject these myths.  The ultimate task of a manager is to work with others, both the good and the bad.  As a manager of volunteers, most of the people you encounter will be among the most productive and rewarding workers that exist; some, however, will be exceptions to the rule.  Your job as a manager is to deal with both types, encouraging the efforts of one and correcting the efforts of the other.  

Denial of the problem, unfortunately, is not an option.

Adapted from Handling Problem Volunteers – Steve McCurley & Sue Vineyard by Alan Murray

























Providing Training Solutions

‘The Royal Society for the Protection of Birds’ (RSPB) is a registered charity: 
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