Volunteers Project

To recruit, train and supervise volunteers for a data entry project for the local studies service of a public library

Background / context of the project (Stage 1)

A number of local building plans had been deposited with the local studies library.  The plans were incredibly useful to the public library service but needed to be added to a database in order to record the information they contained and to facilitate their retrieval for user enquiries.  As it was not possible within the current staffing capacity of the library service, using volunteers seemed a viable option that was appropriate for this type of project.  Using volunteers is also seen by the organisation as an opportunity for community engagement and as a way of adding value to the organisation.  Volunteers are also seen by the organisation as a way of complementing the work done by paid staff.

Two volunteers had already been recruited for other purposes in the library and this pilot had been successful.  Therefore, the service wanted to recruit further volunteers in order to undertake this large data entry project.  The responsibility for recruiting, training and supervising additional volunteers was given to the Principal Library Assistant as a performance target.  Again, this was opportunity to further develop the use of volunteers within the library service.   

In order to familiarise herself with the process she needed to study the organisation’s volunteering policy and volunteer checklist. She also discussed the details and processes with her line manager, who had recruited the first two volunteers.

Project definition and goal (Stage 2)

To recruit, train and supervise volunteers to undertake a data entry project for the library‘s local studies service.

Benefits of the project

· To recruit further volunteers to add building plans to a database 

· To ensure that these plans could be found for enquiring library users and that the information on them was recorded for the purposes of preservation  

· To reduce pressure on existing library staffing by using volunteers as a project of this scale was not possible within current library staffing capacity 

· To add value to the organisation through the use of volunteers, providing an opportunity for community engagement and for complementing the work done by paid staff.

Finance available

There is no extra money available for this project so it needs to be achieved within the general library budget. Hidden costs include a librarian’s time and there are some other minimal costs, for example, printing, stationery. 

Staffing

The project is managed by the Principal Library Assistant with special responsibility for Heritage and Local Studies. She reports to and is advised by her line manager when necessary.

Staff within the Heritage and Local Studies team are also involved, as they are required to support the volunteers.  

Two volunteers have been recruited specifically to work on the project.  
Time scales

There was no fixed date set for the project to be completed. It will continue until all of the plans have been processed.
Responsibility for the project was originally discussed with the Project Manager in March 2007 but other priorities and planning issues delayed the start.
Volunteers needed to be recruited and working by February 2008 and were finally recruited by December 2007.

The Project manager initially worked on the project as and when she could within the capacity of her other responsibilities.  Much of her time in the early stages was spent on establishing how the tasks could be completed. She also need time to research and study the policies involved with use of volunteers. This used an average of a few hours a week over a period of approximately 4 months.  

The volunteers each turn up at the same time in the week but are in at different times. They have met but each have their own box of plans to work on independently of each other. When they have completed a box, these plans are interfiled with the completed collection of plans. Work then begins on their next box.

Communication

The project manager was briefed on the project by her line manager during the pilot stage and then assigned specific responsibility for it at her performance review.  This was then formally written up as part of her targets for the forthcoming year. She reported her progress to her line manager via emails and informal discussions.  Progress on the project was also discussed at her 6-month review. 

Specific details such as the two volunteers had been successfully recruited and trained were communicated to the line manager and the local studies team via email.  The line manager then reported the news via the library management group and put the item on the local brief in order to pass the information on to the wider team.  

Key tasks (Stages 3 and 4)

The following tasks have been identified by the project manager:

1. The project was assigned at a performance review and confirmed in the final version of performance review documentation. 

2. Contacting people who had expressed an interest in this volunteering opportunity to ascertain if they were still interested in becoming a library volunteer.

3. For those people who were still interested in the role I then had to write to them confirming their interest.  I also sent them a volunteer indexer role description for them to look at.  If they were then still interested in the role I asked them phone me to arrange an informal interview. 

4. Reading all volunteering documentation e.g. policy, checklist etc. in order to familiarise myself with the recruitment process. 

5. Meeting with each of the volunteers to conduct an informal interview and to further explain the project.  As well as getting the potential volunteers to complete an application form.

6. Taking up verbal references with the volunteers referees.

7. If successful, contacting the volunteers to arrange an induction and training date.

8. Preparing induction packs for the volunteers and adding them to signing in sheets. Emailing my line manager to inform them about my progress on the project. 

9. Carrying out the induction process with each of the volunteers e.g. tour, meeting other colleagues, health and safety and any other practical matters. Ensuring that the volunteers sign a volunteer’s agreement and agree to a regular commitment of time for them to undertake the role.  I also arranged time during the session for my line manager to meet with the volunteer.  

10. Providing full training in how to add the plans to the database included:

· Taking the required information from the building plans

· Inputting the data found into Microsoft Access

· Familiarising them in the use of a laptop

· Giving them instruction in how handle archival documents

· Providing instructions in how to arrange the plans once they had inputted them onto the database. 

At this stage I also arranged a start date for the volunteer to commence their volunteering role.  

11. Briefing my line manager and the team about the new volunteers.  Circulating instructions about setting up the laptop and other materials that the volunteers will need.  At this stage my line manager also informed our Library Management Group and placed the news on to our local brief.  

12. Volunteers commence data entry role and will report to me as their supervisor.  I will then arrange any further training and sort out any queries or concerns they may have.  I will conduct a review with them at a suitable point in the future to check on their progress. 

Evaluation (Stage 5)

Evaluation of the ongoing project was given to the project manager informally by the line manager once the volunteers had been recruited and training had been undertaken.  Formal evaluation of the project will take place at the project manager’s performance review this year.  

Recruiting the first volunteer and carrying out their induction informed and improved the recruitment of the second volunteer.  The supervision stage of the project is still ongoing so this will be informed by any further feedback received.  Feedback will also be used to inform the process should any further volunteers are recruited to the project. 

Reflection

Key skills needed to develop the project 

· Organisation skills
· Interpersonal skills
· Effective communication skills

· Experience of recruitment and selection processes

· Knowledge and understanding of the records

· Knowledge and understanding of how to handle and care for archival documents

· IT skills especially Microsoft Word and Access

· Training skills 

What training was given or would have been useful to support the project?

An outline of the project was given by the line manager in how to initially begin the project.  The project manager was also given access to the volunteering documentation, which explained the process of recruiting a volunteer.  

Previous training in recruitment and selection was particularly useful for this project. 

Did any problems occur during development and implementation?

The only problem that did occur was for the project manager to arrange time to commit to the project within the staffing capacity and managing the task against her other library responsibilities.  

With hindsight, what could have been done better and how?

More involvement in the recruitment of the first volunteers would have been useful.  It would have saved time to have arranged the training and induction session for the two new volunteers at the same time instead of separately, which ultimately duplicated effort. However, this was not possible in light of the volunteers’ own commitments and it did ensure that they both received dedicated time from the project manager. 

What was learned by those people involved in the project?

· How effective it can be to use volunteers within a library service for certain tasks and how it can add value to the service. 

· The importance of effective recruitment and selection processes even with volunteer recruitment.

Was the project goal fully achieved?

Yes, although the project is still ongoing.  Supervision of the new volunteers is an ongoing process and once they are fully settled in it is likely that other people who are interested in this volunteering opportunity will be approached, thus repeating the process again.  If the volunteers want to continue working with the library when this project is complete, they will be used for other local studies projects such as scanning photos etc. 

Conclusion and Analysis

This is an interesting use of volunteers for quite detailed work. We tend to think of volunteers doing more general tasks such as shelving, storytelling etc.

There is evidence from the task list to show that recruiting and training volunteers does take large amounts of time and the benefits take a while to be appreciated. Nevertheless, capable volunteers, focusing on specific tasks can fulfil some useful library projects. This project does however raise some ethical questions about the use of volunteers for library tasks instead of paid employees. The challenge is to use volunteers for tasks that provide value added services to users rather than locate them in mainstream service delivery.

