We are always looking for new and innovative ways to recruit more mentors.  That is a given in the mentoring field and is the topic of many formal or informal discussions among those involved in organizations that match caring adults with children.
Because a good volunteer is valuable to find we should remember that keeping the ones we have is well worth the investment of time and effort.  If we are careful to retain current volunteers as we recruit new mentors, our ranks will swell and our ability to serve youth will be enhanced.  This is an obvious point (we can all do the math!) but one that may get lost as we jump on the continual recruiting treadmill.
Keep in mind there is no one-size-fits-all formula for making volunteers feel appreciated.  I remember a particularly successful recognition event that had all of our staff feeling proud – attendance was great, smiles and hugs were evident, and we were thanked heartily as people headed for home.  But then, a few days later, I received a letter from a very dedicated and long-standing volunteer who bemoaned the fact that our program had spent even one dollar on volunteers.  She challenged the very philosophy of such an event and suggested very specific ways these dollars could have been spent.  So much for our afterglow from the special evening!  But I learned a lesson.  We still plan special recognition events but continue to look for additional ways to make sure our volunteers feel connected and appreciated.
When kudos are delivered they should be authentic and meaningful to the recipient.  A note, a phone call, or a face to face thank-you means so much more when it includes details about why you think that volunteer is special.  Think about how you would fill in the blank for each of your volunteers.  “I really appreciated it when you__________.”  “I saw how your mentee smiled when you_________.”  “I heard you went out of your way to_____________.”   These simple thanks can mean so much to a person and for some may be far more meaningful than public recognition because they know they were crafted just for them.
Keep in mind if we can help the mentors accomplish the very task they signed on for, and lower their insecurity or frustration, we are making them feel supported. With support they are less likely to burn out and fade away.  Some questions you might ask: Do our mentors know free or low cost activities in the area?  Do they know who to call if they are worried or frustrated?  Do they get an opportunity to blow off steam or just plain beam about how their relationship with their mentee is developing?  Are they pointed to relevant reading materials to help them understand the developmental tasks of that 11 year old they are matched with (they are supposed to act that way!)  Have they been able to interact with other mentors to find new ideas and get peer support?  Are you offering activities for matches to participate in together so at least some of the time they get an “easy” outing they do not have to plan?
I like to be asked my opinion and I bet you do, too.  Volunteers are a wealth of information and ideas and many of them would love to share their thoughts.  Asking for their input on issues both large and small will help them to understand your organization and to feel they are a valued member of the team.  What a good way for them to know they are appreciated as you are striving to make your organization even more efficient and effective.
If you are interested in this topic please make sure you check out the Quality Program Standards for Youth Mentoring.  Standard Number 7 deals specifically with Mentor Support, Recognition, and Retention.  If you are looking for a good read regarding volunteer issues check out these books, “Keeping Those Volunteers Around” and “The Care & Feeding of Volunteers”.  Both are by Dr. Bill Wittich.
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