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Beginning in 1999, the Alpharet-
ta  Recreation and Parks 
Department has sponsored 

Camp Happy Hearts — a summer day 
camp for children with mild disabili-
ties. Camper disabilities include autis-
tic spectrum disorders, ADD, ADHD, 
visual impairment, Down syndrome, 
epilepsy and various other develop-
mental disorders. The camp is strictly 
a recreational outlet for the children to 
have fun. One of the main objectives 
at this camp is the promotion of social 
skills. Children aged 7-15 enjoy swim-
ming, arts and crafts, games, field trips 
and special guests. Eight weekly ses-
sions are scheduled Monday through 
Friday, 7:30 a.m.-5:30 p.m. (7:30-
9:00 a.m. pre-camp and 4:00-5:30 p.m. 
post-camp.) All new campers are inter-
viewed before officially registering to 
be certain the camp is the right fit for 
the camper.

Camp Happy Hearts
The ratio of counselor-to-camper 

is one counselor per four campers. 
College students are excited to be 
working at this camp and offer great 

expertise. Campers and counselors 
alike enjoy memorable experiences 
at Camp Happy Hearts. ■
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When it comes to volunteers 
in Parks and Recreation, we 
have a clear vision of what 

we need, but do we really know what 
they need? Whenever planning a pro-
gram, event or service that requires the 
assistance of volunteers, we oftentimes 
find ourselves scrambling at the last 
minute. We feel uncomfortable having 
to beg someone we know to fill the 
remaining spots necessary to spread the 
workload and ensure success. When in 
a pinch, we are inclined to go back to 
the same “well” time and time again. 
Mostly because these caring individu-
als offer the most comfortable path of 
least resistance and we are almost guar-
anteed a “yes” response when we ask 
for their help. Volunteers give so much 
to us, but we seldom consider that our 
volunteers have needs, too.

Volunteers may silently contem-
plate, yet rarely articulate, the WIFM 
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Our Most Valuable Yet Neglected Asset
by D. Michael Pfahl

(What’s In It For Me) question when 
asked to volunteer, for fear of appear-
ing self-centered. Anticipating and 
answering this question is an excel-
lent recruitment tool and clarifies our 
intention to create a win-win situation 
for everyone involved. Consider the 
following benefits of volunteerism.
•  Fun — we want you to thoroughly 

enjoy the experience
•  Educational — sharing your knowl-

edge and putting it to good use
•  Health/Fitness — by staying active
•  Learn New Skills — and potentially 

learn about a new field or profession 
that can be a resume-builder for a 
paid position

•  Cultivate friendships with like-
minded people

•  Receive Recognition and Acknowl-
edgement

•  Making a Difference in your Com-
munity

•  Sense of Giving and a Sense of 
Belonging

•  Social Interaction — and making 
new friends

•  Mentoring opportunities
•  Learn more about local resources
•  Become a community advocate —

having your voice heard
•  Pride of ownership in your commu-

nity
•  See “The Results” — both short- 

and long-term
•  Become a team builder
•  Insist on inclusiveness — regardless 

of ability or disability
•  Better understand generations and 

cultures
•  Enrich your family life

Defining the WIFM can strike a 
chord and serve as a motivator for 
a potential volunteer to join in your 
efforts. The volunteer must know and 
experience a sense of real gratitude 

Volunteers
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and the desire we have to make sure 
their experience is fulfilling. The result 
is a strong volunteer workforce and an 
expanded grassroots advocacy group 
that will support what you do as a crit-
ical service in the community.

The parks and recreation profession 
has depended upon volunteerism for 
more than 100 years. There are more 
than 20 million volunteers who serve 
in so many ways. Typically, many 
people first think of volunteers as 
coaches in youth sports. This is partly 
because volunteer youth coaches are 
quite visible and serve a large number 
of children at our sports venues.

However, youth coaches are only a 
small portion (approximately 15 per-
cent) of the volunteer workforce. The 
remaining 85 percent, getting less rec-
ognition, but who are equally valued, 
are the volunteers that support parks 
and programs in such diverse areas 
as: youth development, after school 
care, education/tutoring, day camps, 
special events, aquatics, adult sports, 
outdoor interpretation, natural/cul-
tural activities, special needs, senior 

services, therapeutic recreation, golf 
courses/ tennis centers, community 
centers, fitness, theatre/dance/music, 
zoos/aquariums/ nature centers, farms, 
and museums.

In every sense, volunteers are 
“unpaid staff,” saving our commu-
nities millions of dollars. Through 
their involvement, we are able to offer 
programs and services that otherwise 
would not be attainable or affordable. 
The question is: Do we invest the same 
level of time and resources to qualify 
and train the “unpaid staff”as we do 
our paid staff? Dick Mueller, the Rec-
reation Superintendent for the City 
of Longview Washington, said, “Our 
motivation to screen and train volun-
teers was because we wanted quality 
volunteers to assist and provide pro-
grams for our community. It gives our 
participants a feeling of confidence 
when volunteers have identifiable 
name badges and proper training.”

It is prudent to invest in and grow 
our volunteer asset to secure the many 
parks and recreation programs and ser-
vices our communities have come to 
enjoy. To estimate the economic value 
of their contributions, visit the Vol-
unteer Value Calculator at www.kdc-
cdc.ca/vvc/eng/. You will be amazed 
to discover the enormous amount of 
money saved with a volunteer work-
force, as opposed to paying staff to 
provide the same level of service. 
Here’s an example: An average youth 
sports team has one head coach and 
one assistant coach. A league of just 
72 teams would then need 144 coach-
es. What if you had to pay 144 part-
time staff for 80 hours of contact time 
at $10 per hour? That’s $115,200 for 
just this one program! Now, extend 
this example across the scope of vol-
unteers in every aspect of parks and 
recreation and the cost for paid staff-
ing would be staggering.

Increasing public concern regard-
ing the qualifications of volunteers 

working with youth, families, and the 
elderly in public settings has resulted 
in greater attention to risk-manage-
ment practices, quality assurance, and 
training for volunteers and staff. It is 
clear that volunteerism in Parks and 
Recreation is an asset that should not 
be taken for granted. From 2003 to 
2005, National Park surveys and focus 
groups have identified volunteer man-
agement as an area needing national 
guidance and best-practice recommen-
dations. Best-practice recommends 
building a firm volunteer management 
system on three critical pillars.

Qualification, Identification 
and Education
Qualification — Qualify volunteers 
with comprehensive national back-
ground checks.

 This practice demonstrates due 
diligence, ensuring we have qualified 
volunteers as an essential component 
to making our parks and programs 
safe. The scope of the check must be 
as comprehensive as available to pro-
tect from clearing someone who may 
have something in their background 
that would cause a risk.

Thank goodness most volunteers 
would never consider harming anyone. 
It is a natural tendency to think we 
know a person, when in fact, we don’t. 
Although we want to depend on our 
instincts and trust anyone who will-
fully gives of their time and energy to 
volunteer, trust but verify. Consider 
these national statistics:
•  The average child molester victim-

izes more than 120 times (FBI).
•  More than 13 percent of all crimes 

are found outside the state of current 
residence.

•  Approximately 5 percent of volun-
teers can’t pass a comprehensive 
criminal background check.
When Mueller was asked how 

his volunteers accepted the idea of 
doing a background check he said, 

It is prudent to invest in and grow our volunteer asset 

to secure the many parks and recreation programs 

and services our communities have come to enjoy. 



Recreation & Parks in Georgia • Fall 2007 29

“Our volunteers have been pleased to 
know that safety measures are taken to 
assure that only qualified individuals 
are allowed to assist and conduct pro-
grams.” He found that this step has a 
significant impact on ensuring quality 
volunteerism communitywide. “Our 
first background checks, performed 
through a partnership with a communi-
ty sports organization, discovered two 
individuals that, due to their criminal 
history, have been disqualified from 
volunteering with youth.”

Identification — Credential volun-
teers that “qualify” with a photo ID 
on lanyard.

This provides staff and the general 
public knowledge and comfort “at a 
glance” that a particular volunteer is 
authorized to be in a particular area 
and is qualified to represent the agen-
cy/organization. This visible tool also 
provides the volunteer with a sense of 
“belonging” to a unique group quali-
fied to serve the community.

Education — Train volunteers with a 
standardized orientation.

Orientation and training is an 
essential function to prepare all vol-
unteers to assume their roles, effec-
tively carry out their responsibilities 
and to maximize the enjoyment of 
representing a parks and recreation 
agency. Without relevant training and 
orientation, the desired outcome for 
all is left to chance.

There is an abundance of categories 
that could be included in a volunteer 
training and orientation program; how-
ever, the amount of time a volunteer is 

willing to invest for training governs 
the preferred length of any adult edu-
cation program. Consultation with pro-
fessional trainers reinforces the belief 
that maximum adult learning and an 
enjoyable learning experience requires 
an efficient “to the point” message 
with engagement and interaction of 
the participants.

In a parks and recreation setting, 
all volunteers should have an orien-
tation that gives them a brief history 
of our field, so they know they are 
contributing to a service that has a 
rich heritage.

It is helpful to review the benefits 
of being a volunteer in parks and rec-
reation and to take the time to collect 
information about each individual. It 
is probable that they may have a skill 
set that can benefit the agency. We 
miss many opportunities by not learn-
ing more about the individual.

Although most people are fine 
that — and even expect — a criminal 
background check will be conducted, 
it is a good idea to explain the role it 
plays in providing safety in the parks 
and programs.

Volunteers represent the agency and 
serve the park visitors and program 
participants. Therefore, customer rela-
tions training makes sense. Along this 
line, at some time volunteers will be 
working with youth. Providing those 
with information that will help them 
better understand today’s youth will 
make them more effective and provide 
an even more meaningful experience 
for the youth participants.

Communication skill develop-
ment, appropriate interaction and tips 

to de-escalate conflict are helpful 
tools for both staff and volunteers. 
And, we want all people to enjoy 
the parks and programs regardless of 
ability or disability. Preparing vol-
unteers with a better understanding 
of working with people with dis-
abilities will have a positive effect 
on this desired outcome.

We all are challenged to exercise 
good risk-management practices. 
Making our volunteers aware of 
ways in which they can help identify 
risks and rectify hazards increases 
the sets of eyes on the lookout for 
potential problems.

As the largest public sector pro-
vider of volunteer opportunities, park 
and recreation agencies should be the 
leader to ensure that safety is a pri-
ority in managing volunteers. This 
requires a minimal investment in the 
most valued asset of parks and rec-
reation, with maximum return on the 
investment. The most proactive agen-
cies that have embraced the value of 
effective volunteerism have carefully 
crafted their approach by engaging 
the pillars of Qualification, Identi-
fication and Education. The result 
has maximized the effectiveness of 
volunteers and increased the safety of 
parks and programs. ■

D. Michael Pfahl, President of DMP 
Consulting, Inc., brings more than 
30 years of experience working with 
parks and recreation to effectively 
train volunteers for public service and 
serves as the founder of Operation 
TLC2. www.nrpa.org/tlc2.




