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Achieving with Volunteers is written for the person who strives to satisfy the aims of a civil society organisation (CSO): any aims, big or small, in any CSO. It’s written for the person who accepts responsibility for the CSO’s success: at any scale, from village hall group to international movement. It’s written for the manager of volunteers.

A CSO is best defined by what it’s not – it’s not a firm seeking profit, nor a government agency funded by taxation. We all know many, many CSOs. CSOs collectively make what’s termed the third sector. They are in our villages, towns and cities. They’re local, national and international. Some help our young people do great things, others rescue us when we’re in distress and yet more enable our elderly to thrive. Without CSOs and all that they do, every citizen would be very much worse off. CSOs and their volunteers help society progress one volunteer step at a time.

The person accepting responsibility might be a lead volunteer, a volunteer specialist adviser, or even an employee of some adjunct company. They might have the job title ‘manager’ or just be the person who gives the briefings, or manages the rotas, or chairs the meetings. Either way, we give them the title ‘manager’ throughout this book. Those aims to be satisfied might be to sustain operations without great change. Or they might be to grow, to do great things next year compared to this. The important thing is that our manager wants to achieve something with the resources that are available to them. The focus is on achievement. And wherever they sit in the CSO, our manager must manage those who give their time and effort freely – the CSO’s volunteers.

The sparks for this book come from our involvement with CSOs over the past forty years as volunteers, managers, and consultants. Simply, we have been unimpressed with what we’ve found. True, there was the brilliant Scouts district lead volunteer. And the inspirational county lead responsible for the older youth section. And the trustee of the hospital charity who wanted our help, but really, he was already competent. But generally, we’ve been unimpressed with the way volunteers have been managed by those in responsible positions - by those we would consider managers. So, in this book we set out our ideas for the management of volunteers in the hope that those in positions of responsibility will manage better. We present our ideas in over 300 pages with 120,000 words and over a hundred diagrams.

For the record, we wrote this book. If there are mistakes, we made them. If there are some good bits, we wrote those too. Achieving with Volunteers represents our ideas built on ideas from thousands of academics and others who have published papers and books. In the bibliography we reference those whose work has had the greatest influence on us. And in case there’s any doubt, we’ve applied every idea presented here - often. 


In our forty years, we’ve worked with all flavours. There were the CSOs comprising mostly volunteers with small, employed secretariats (in support). Then the CSOs with (roughly) equal numbers of volunteers and employees. And the CSOs comprising mostly employees, augmented by small numbers of (often specialist) volunteers. In Achieving with Volunteers, we don’t focus. This book is for managers in all CSO types. Here we discuss the management of both employees and volunteers, whatever the balance of numbers between those, and whatever the organisation size.

Achieving with Volunteers is written in twelve chapters. It can be read as a single tome from cover to cover. It gives the reader complete coverage of the subject. But each chapter covers a sub-topic, and each chapter can be read separately when needed. If it is to be dipped into from time to time, we recommend first reading Chapters 1 and 2 on Developing Strategy and Understanding Volunteers. The other ten chapters rely heavily on concepts and terminology built in those first two. We’ve also included a comprehensive index so that readers can dip back in without having to scan pages. And we’ve added a full bibliography of all the material we’ve referenced, and which has influenced us in our own journeys. 

Management of volunteers is not one thing. There’s no one doctrine to be followed, even within a big CSO. Where on the management greyscale the manager sits, what doctrine they follow, and which stories they believe about what to do, is for the manager to choose. We write with this in mind giving frameworks, perhaps for adoption, but more likely for adaptation to local needs. We believe that managing volunteers is a science. As such it is to be done with rational thought, using evidence, in pursuit of truth. That’s a tough standard for managers, but nothing else will do. 

Most managers in the third sector, and in firms and government are what are termed ‘accidental managers’. They were in the right place at the right time. Someone thought they could do the job and appointed them. Few trained specifically as managers before their appointment, and many remained substantially untrained after. We believe that those at the top of CSOs should have greater respect for the job of manager. For us, the untrained manager is anathema. No one would accept an untrained doctor, dentist, or lawyer. And yet in CSOs, firms and government, anyone is considered able to manage. Why this is, is steeped in history. We believe this must change. Achieving with Volunteers is our contribution to this change, and to management in the third sector generally. Whilst no one learns all they need from a book, we hope this book might trigger an enthusiasm in those in responsible positions to become managers – competent managers. We dedicate the final chapter to how managers might develop their management journey.

We spend many pages on terminology because we believe it’s only by proposing a common terminology that managers can understand one another. In the beginning there are visionaries. They want to help beneficiaries, so they form CSOs. Their CSOs build reputation and so volunteers offer their time and effort. Those visionaries delegate their task to trustees, and to managers to make stuff happen. Hopefully in the end, managers motivate volunteers to do work that satisfies the beneficiaries. That’s the abridged version of the story. The full story and definition of terminology start on page 1.

In this book, we discuss the many contradictions in the management of volunteers. Probably the principal paradox is the belief by many that volunteers can’t, indeed shouldn’t, be managed. Management of volunteers is indeed special. And yet if no one takes responsibility for action, nothing happens. If no one leads, organises, and motivates the volunteers, there can only be chaos. We address this and the other inconsistencies, ambiguities, and conflicts. We develop a clear view of what it is to be this super-being, the manager, the conductor of the orchestra of volunteers, employees, and others. And we develop a structure on which to build further learning to suit local CSO and beneficiary conditions.

At the time of writing, volunteering is changing. Numbers are declining. Time given by volunteers is reducing, as is frequency of attendance. If there’s to be a future for CSOs and their volunteers, and if they are to achieve their visions, CSO senior leaders must believe in the management of volunteers and orient their whole organisation to that management. 

We commend Achieving with Volunteers to the CSO managers of the future.

John Berry, Sue Berry, January 2026.
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Civil society organisations (CSOs) are not self-creating. They are formed by people we’ll call visionaries – those who feel that they’d like to do something about something. Typically, those visionaries work free of both government and the markets, though there is much crossover between the sectors.

In this chapter, we describe how strategy is built from foundations to yield results. We offer a strategy framework that we use throughout this book, and we discuss every activity on that framework. Readers can hang their own workings and results on each activity to realise their own CSO strategy. But strategy is at all levels. Managers of volunteers will likely need to build on the work of others at a level of abstraction that they will find useful.

Our aim in writing this chapter is simple. Every volunteer must feel purpose. Purpose comes from strategy. Strategy matters.

A strategy is a model of a reality – a reality that visionaries and senior managers hope will in time come to pass in the CSO. Models are described by their accuracy and their usefulness. By accuracy, we mean how well the model represents that reality, or at least the to-be picture that will become reality. By being useful, we mean how well the model motivates managers and volunteers to achieve the aims, plans, and operations set out in the strategy. 

In building strategy, visionaries and managers must bring their best skills and knowledge to the task. The strategy model produced will not be perfect, but it will certainly be the best representation available of the desired future. If applied to day-to-day CSO decision-making, the strategy will be highly useful in guiding the as-is state towards the to-be. 

Strategy is a tool to cause a desirable future state. Without strategy, there’s only chance. Leaving the future to chance is unacceptable.

We are keen to highlight that a CSO must not cast strategy in stone. And indeed, CSO visionaries and senior managers might elect that flexibility will be a key element of their strategy. That desire for flexibility might arise because the future is not knowable. Uncertainty might demand strategic agility, reacting to opportunity. But strategic agility itself must be planned for – and so circuitously, we’re back to strategy.

There’s no escaping the reality of the need for CSO visionaries and senior managers to think hard about the future. And then document the results of those thoughts.


1.1  Starting out

Visionaries start CSOs with the idea of helping beneficiaries. Before any managers or volunteers stand up and do anything, those visionaries must state clearly who they want to help, and with what.

We assume here that the beneficiaries are defined. 

Strategy is determining what the CSO is about (or is to be about). The CSO visionaries and managers must determine how they will define the organisation and orient the organisation to its beneficiaries. 

A standard form of Strategising has grown up over the years. We like the simplicity of Rumelt’s form: Because A has a problem with B, we reckon that if we do C to D, we’ll get outcome E. The form fits any problem-oriented organisation. 

The key message from this is that the CSO visionaries and senior managers must determine the problem they’re trying to address before they build the organisation. They must go right to the beginning, to the root or foundation, every time, asking what they’re trying to do, and commenting on why they think the organisation will meet the beneficiaries’ needs. The following discussion gives an approach to this foundation-forming. It should be read in conjunction with Figure 1-1 and all the detailed diagrams that follow.
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Figure 1-1: Strategy-building as a continuous, iterative activity

In Figure 1-1, strategy is built by determining needs and problems and building on those needs and problems. Continuing round the diagram in Figure 1-1, domaining determines the context of strategy. Then comes the development of communicable statements. Plans follow, defining what the organisation is to do. Then it does that in its operations. And finally come the measurable results.

And the feedback arrow at the top symbolises the idea of comparing the results with what was expressed as required in the foundation stage. That arrow must never be omitted. Without it, the strategy is operating in ‘open loop’ and hence is out of control.

1.2  Building foundations

Foundation building requires the definition of needs, problems and ideas. 

All people have needs. As a result, society, as a collective of people, has needs. And societal groups have needs. There are many theories postulated about human needs. Possibly the best and easiest to understand is Alderfer’s three-needs theory that has it that everyone has core needs of existence, growth, and relatedness. Needs theories have it that people strive to satisfy their needs, and that this desire to satisfy drives motivation for action. 

And if we deconstruct those three needs, we can see why civil society exists.

First, people need a good existence. Existence spans a host of sub-needs:

• access to air, food, water and shelter;

• secure employment and a place to live;

• health, including physiological and psychological wellbeing;

• safety; and

• freedom of thought and expression;

There is some crossover between existence needs and human rights, and needs might also be extended to the right to choose. Existence also extends to the need to procreate and support a family.

Second, Alderfer has it that people have the need to grow. Growth through striving is in the human psyche. We all need to feel that we are on Earth for a reason, that there is some purpose, and that we are progressing forwards. Many of us can meet this need through a career, as a series of life-stages generally broadening and deepening as we age. Growth needs also align with Maslow’s sub-needs of self-esteem, self-confidence, achievement, creativity, problem-solving and discovery.

And third, there’s the need for relatedness. This emphasises that people need interpersonal relationships based on social interaction. This group of needs decompose to yield needs for love, belonging, affiliation, friendship, and sexual intimacy. They might also be expanded to cover the right to participate, to fair treatment, and to justice.

Needs theories have it that people will strive to meet their needs. Maslow postulated a hierarchy. Although his hierarchy theory has been weakened by academic testing, it’s still a useful way of viewing human behaviour. In Maslow’s hierarchy, people strive for lower-level needs like safety and food, before turning to higher level needs like creativity. 

Needs theories are hugely relevant here. Visionaries typically start CSOs to bring essential needs to societal groups that are otherwise blocked from having their needs satisfied by modern politics, conflict, economics, or technology. 

On the more positive side, visionaries also start CSOs to augment and bolster satisfaction of needs that are judged beneficial and developmental to societal groups. And so, while we might have food banks for existence needs, we also have football clubs, building on relatedness needs to create social cohesion.

We could at this point catalogue every need that there is. It would be a long list. We’d wager that an Internet search would yield a host of CSOs existing for every category. Try it! Search ‘charities that provide food for the needy’ and count how many hits you get. It will be well into the thousands. 

Problems and needs have much in common. Take the example of the problem of a worn mountain path. Stakeholders perhaps come to recognise that if the path is not repaired soon, the result will be a scar across the hillside. This scar will reduce hillwalkers’ needs for safety and enjoyment. A CSO perhaps therefore stands up to address the problem.

Ideas about societal improvement are perhaps less urgent than needs and problems. But their presence as reason for starting a CSO is often no less potent. In having an idea, a visionary makes the link between some issue that needs attention, and a desirable benefit for a societal group. An example might be a CSO to improve the productivity of a labour force. Here, the idea is that if productivity can be enhanced, more people from that group can be employed, and society will benefit. There are many think-tanks, professional institutions, and providers of pro bono management mentoring and training that address this idea. 

Let’s look now at some needs, problems, and ideas, working back from established CSOs. We show those and their position at the start of the cycle in Figure 1-2.

Consider a local charity that wants to “rebuild the confidence” of women who have experienced domestic abuse. Its website goes on to state the desire to “identify the outcomes that [the women] want to achieve for themselves”. 

These statements are developed and are a long way from the foundations. We can’t really know the details and hence can only surmise the real needs and problems. But parsing the statements, we can identify the beneficiaries as ‘women who have experienced domestic abuse’. Reading the website some more, one of the primary needs is to ‘provide safe accommodation’ – the need for safety discussed in the dialogue above - and so the organisation has a safe house at a secret address.

We’re working backwards from the operations end. In strategy building, we need to work forwards from the foundations. Nonetheless, this example is useful in getting used to thinking about needs, problems, and ideas.

Take another example. In England, all state schools have a governing board. Governors who sit on this board are volunteers. The Governors for Schools web site states that governors plan a school’s strategic direction, oversee the school’s performance, and hold the headteacher to account. These are hugely abstracted statements and it’s difficult to derive the needs, problems, and ideas from them. Nonetheless, here’s an attempt. 

The needs are not expressed on the web site. There’s no statement of problem. Nor is there an idea. Indeed, the implication from the web site is that the beneficiary is ‘the school’. That’s clearly wrong. To trap beneficiaries, needs, problems, and ideas, we must understand what a school is for – educating young people, perhaps. Yet even that is insufficient. We think that schools might exist ‘to enable young people to learn foundation skills like reading and writing such that they can take their rightful place in society’. A school is one of many possible solutions. Everything on the Governors for Schools web site is at the operations end of the strategy spectrum.

Many senior leaders start like this, mid-way through the strategy cycle. Starting mid-way is wrong. 

The beneficiaries in the case of school governors are young people. The needs are perhaps reading and writing. The problem might be that setting up to satisfy these needs is complex. And the idea might be that an improvement in literacy might improve the welfare of young people.

Foundation building can be easily obliterated, replaced by higher level apparent needs like ‘planning strategy’, and ‘overseeing performance’. Those are not needs at all. They are some politician’s answer from the days when schools stood up in the mid-nineteenth century. If we started from scratch today, we might find some other solution and build some other organisation for the same needs, problems, and ideas – like, for example, home schooling. And then the school governor’s job would be very different.

So, needs, problems, and ideas are not so obvious. Work is needed to reach the root in each case.

But let’s progress along the way to building strategy, assuming that we can indeed trap the foundations. The first port of call is the phenomena that the CSO will exploit. Figure 1-2 shows how phenomena links to other parts of the foundations.

Using an analogy with technology, we see that the modern light bulb depends on a simple phenomenon. If engineers construct a particular form of diode junction, and pass an electric current across it, it will emit energy. This phenomenon is exploited in many ways by varying the junction structure. Engineers can create a laser, a coherent radiation that can be used to cut metal. Or they can create an emission onto which they can modulate information to send down an optical fibre to bring the Internet into homes. Or they can build a highly efficient light bulb to light those homes. The list is quite extensive. The point is that at the core of these developments is a phenomenon. A phenomenon is where someone does something to something and observes an effect.

There’s always a phenomenon, or perhaps phenomena, at the heart of CSOs. Some might refer to the phenomenon as a concept, idea, or notion. 

In one phenomenon, a person can be empathic towards the problems of another, and this empathy will be useful in having the sufferer address their problems. Just asking, “Tell me about how you feel about…”, and actively listening to the response, is a simple but effective tool. The effect of those words is powerful in reducing self-harm in a vulnerable person, for example. In another phenomenon it’s clear that one person can help another, by bringing specific research skills or a command of resources available. This command might then be applied to a particular situation, like prisoner release from the criminal justice system on a Friday night when normal prisoner support services have stopped for the weekend. The prisoner is released but not abandoned. Linking a discharged prisoner with help at a weekend avoids re-offending. Doing something to something leads to a favourable result (for the discharged prisoner – the beneficiary). And in a final example, the stray canine population of a town can be controlled by catching, neutering, and releasing dogs. In this case, the effect is that dog nuisance is minimised.

There are CSOs based on each of these examples and each phenomenon can be determined by analysing each CSO in question.
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Figure 1-2: Foundation Building and Domaining, two headline activities

Strategy at this foundation level has two pillars – first, a problem to be solved or needs to be satisfied, and second, the phenomenon or phenomena to be exploited to solve the problem or satisfy the needs. Strategising then says how the phenomenon will be exploited on behalf of the beneficiaries. There’s perhaps a problem like homeless people, an idea like giving them cash to buy a bed for the night, and a phenomenon that links the two. The resulting organisation linking a homeless person with a bed makes the phenomenon happen.

Phenomena and principles (in foundation building in Figure 1-2) are similar. Phenomena are perhaps observable while principles are bases for beliefs. Principles might not be provable but nonetheless form the basis for action. Principles might also be theorems with specific application. They share the notion of doing something to something to achieve a result.

So, at the foundation level, the strategy needs to span problems, needs, phenomena, and principles. The structure of our strategy model is taking shape in Figure 1-2. We need now to add context.

We emphasise that it’s important to start at the foundations when building or refreshing strategy. If, for example, the problem changes, the phenomena may no longer be appropriate in generating the effect. And if the context changes, or enlarges, different phenomena may need to be exploited, even though the problems are the same.

Let’s look briefly at how a change in context drove a change in effect, for the same phenomenon. A youth organisation has at its core the phenomenon that offering a young person opportunities for non-formal education would enlarge their repertoire of skills for life. Non-formal education is that which is not dictated by government, and hence not provided by state schools. Since its inception one hundred years ago, this CSO has embraced the outdoors. In the 60s through to the 90s, its youth leader volunteers could build a portfolio of experience of hill-walking and mountaineering and be authorised by managers to take young people (beneficiaries) into the hills. It was a relaxed regime. In the 90s through to present and following several accidents, the CSO’s youth leader volunteers were found to be ill-prepared, exhibiting poor mountain leadership skills. And the CSO’s training programmes were found wanting. The organisation’s senior management reacted to criticism by implementing ever more stringent leader certification. Few youth leader volunteers could now give the time needed for the courses, certification, and experience portfolios demanded. As a result, hillwalking and mountaineering have now almost entirely faded from this youth CSO’s curriculum for 11- to 18-year-olds.

So, the phenomenon is still there. It hasn’t diminished. Offering a young-person opportunities for non-formal education will still enlarge their repertoire of skills for life. Hill-walking and mountaineering are still valid ways of exploiting the phenomenon. But the result of this CSO’s attempt to exploit the phenomenon in that context, by adding ever-greater constraints, has seen dramatic degradation in the effect. The organisation will now have to exploit that phenomenon in another context or change the phenomenon. The solution emerging in this case is the development of specialist mountain activity centres that youth leader volunteers can contract with, thereby sub-contracting their role to others. 

1.3  Choosing the domain

So where is the CSO going to exploit its chosen phenomena and how will it go about this? In Rumelt’s form, it’s deciding what problem the organisation wants to try to solve, what A it’s addressing, and what C it might build. It’s deciding what propositions it’s advancing about these solutions. In Rumelt’s form it’s the phrase, “we reckon that…”. Figure 1-2 shows the elements of this ‘reckoning’ or domaining.

A proposition is a singular package of activity that might be started. An example proposition might be the re-homing of animals. This would tackle the problem that pets are often abandoned by people when they become too expensive, or when they realise it wasn’t such a good idea giving their kids a pet as a Christmas present. We might join this with the idea that people who want pets are prepared to look to re-homing centres to find a new one (rather than buy from a breeder). Combining the phenomenon and idea gives the proposition that the number of stray cats can be controlled and reduced to near-zero by taking in abandoned cats and offering them for adoption to new owners. 

Many phenomena can be aggregated to yield a proposition for a CSO. And many propositions can be aggregated to yield an organisation purpose.

The relationship between phenomenon, propositions and purpose exists within a chosen domain. In the case above, the domain might be cats in towns in Scotland. A different proposition might be needed for cities in England to address the different but related problem there. Hence the Scottish organisation would have a different purpose from that in England – and when we come to look later in this book, the organisation would perhaps be very different. 

Product designers who develop hardware and software understand well this link between problems and a solution embedded in a product. In the case here, the product offered in our example might be a re-homing centre. Or it might for that matter be a re-homing van. Or it might involve individuals setting up to foster one or two cats in their own home until new owners are found. A chosen solution might comprise many such products. Products are then linked by a method that forms the essence of the solution, ultimately achieving the required result – reducing stray cat numbers.

Domaining therefore involves determining the propositions, purpose, products, and method, together defining in what domain the CSO will focus on in a given context. 

In his book, The Selfish Gene, Richard Dawkins referred to little packages of delivery as memes. He was describing how the rich culture of a society develops, is expressed, and is communicated. Dawkins went on to describe parallels, showing how delivery memes exist in many domains: in totally different domains like tune writing, bridge design, and lawmaking. In strategy, those wanting to stand a CSO up to make some societal change must go back to the start and build the strategic memes. 

To develop the parallels with Dawkins and cultural memes a little further, a phenomenon meme has the ability (according to Dawkins’ ideas) to replicate. We see this where CSOs have similar foundations but different organisations. Battersea Dogs Home, Dogs Trust and Blue Cross (in the UK) all have chosen to exploit the same ‘rehoming’ phenomenon. As Dawkins describes, memes can replicate, so in principle there’s no limit to the number of CSOs that can choose to exploit this foundation element. Limitations will be the size of the needs and problems, and when it comes to it, the depth of the funders’ pockets to fund so many CSOs doing similar things.

Figure 1-2 shows the linkage from needs, through phenomena to products and method forming a solution – from foundation to domain. Whilst there is an implied temporal progression from foundation to domain, and from needs to method, this is not rigid. Most organisations will iterate from one concept to another and back to ensure all are in place before building the organisation. 

Let’s spend a few paragraphs in testing one volunteer activity to show how an organisation can have a valid foundation at one point in time, but the validity of the method and products can drift unless continually reviewed and updated. 

In this example, a professional institution didn’t pay regular-enough attention to the phenomena on which it had based a CSO. The institution in question has a volunteer arm – mainly retired folk happy to give back to the community, particularly to schools to encourage young people to take up the profession. The institution employs a manager to coordinate national schools’ liaison.

In 2018, the products included a wind-power demonstrator, and a kit to make an LED torch. The wind power demonstrator was meant for use with secondary school students, and the torch kit was for 8–10-year-olds. The torch kit was cheap and manufactured by the thousands so that kids could take their built model home.

So, let’s use the framework we’ve outlined above to work back through the institution’s activities. The demonstrator and torch were products. The method was volunteers touring schools, visiting careers fairs. The phenomenon was the idea that if retired professionals used the kit in discussions, the young people would be wowed and encouraged to investigate appropriate careers.

In 2018, the phenomenon came under serious scrutiny. It might have had some effect in 2010 or maybe earlier, but by 2018, students had better at school. And the younger kids had already experienced electrical kits too. So, when the retired professionals turned up with ancient kit, next to other institutions and commercial firms who had super-sexy computer systems running amazing virtual reality, the old boys in this male-oriented profession got few visitors. A septuagenarian gets little attention unless they too have super-sexy gizmos.

So, while the phenomenon was laudable, it was dated. It might have been valid pre-2010. It needed to be re-visited, to ask if the phenomenon was current, if the products and method were still going to satisfy the needs and solve the problem. Such a review was well overdue. 

So, strategy development, and in particular foundation building and domaining, require constant attention. There’s no guarantee that what worked last year to satisfy needs will still work today.

1.4  Communicating strategy

It can be a bit weird talking to stakeholders about the phenomenon that you’ll exploit to build the CSO to meet some beneficiaries’ needs. The stakeholders are very likely to turn and say, “yes, but what are we about, what simple phrase defines our aims?” They’ll want senior management to have done all the foundation work and be able to say what’s to be done. Since we’ve done that foundation work in the sections above, it’s appropriate now to discuss how a CSO communicates what has so far been rather esoteric. 

Figure 1-3 shows the elements in the next step - communicating strategy.

Management gurus have struggled with this whole business of developing and communicating strategy. Over the years, a semi-standard form has emerged – with statements of vision, aims, and mission, in that order. Values are often added, too.

We’ve called this stage in strategy development, communicating. It could be omitted without loss, but it’s probably a good point to stop and summarise and build some statements for use in stakeholder communications. 

Managers must define vision, mission, and aims before they can go on and flow down aims into those objectives. This flow-down concept suggests that there would be an aim for each proposition, purpose, product, and method, and when taken to the limit, for each volunteer’s contribution. These aims will then become smaller, achievable, tangible objectives, and we discuss later the idea of objectives as a core method of managing volunteers.

The argument behind vision, mission, and aims statements is that they are easily understood by all stakeholders. The assumption is that in being simple, these statements will guide volunteers in their day-to-day actions.

Here’s a vision statement for a youth organisation:

“An equal world where all girls can make a positive difference, be happy, safe and fulfil their potential.”
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Figure 1-3: The communications stages – vision, mission and aims

The aim behind a vision statement is the creation of over-arching guidance. The vision statement is meant often as a motivator for volunteers: something that they remind themselves of each morning when they think about why they are involved. Conceivably, if the CSO achieves this vision, its stakeholders, volunteers, funders, and managers will be content. In that sense then, a vision describes a dream of satisfaction of needs and resolution of problems.

And yet many visions like this are unachievable dreams. We might imagine that something this simple must come with caveats. Critically analysing this youth organisation’s vision, an equal world is not going to be achieved any time soon, no matter how brilliant the CSO is at delivery. CSOs need therefore to develop such statements with care. Some are so trite as to be meaningless. 

Consider this one:

“A society where we can all make a difference to the causes that we believe in.”

This is deep… and yet superficial. Deep, because there’s the word, “all” in there, and that suggests there’s work to be done to have everyone in society believe in something and act. That’s perhaps a suitable motivator. And yet, if that word is skimmed over, it’s easy to shrug and feel nothing. Remembering the desire to focus on needs, it’s also impossible to surmise those needs and problems from this statement. They’re hidden in such a high-level sentence.

These example vision statements show that care is needed in their development. The vision must link back to satisfaction of needs, resolution of problems and the launching of ideas.

Similarly, many gurus suggest that a mission should be added. The mission and vision are easily confused. Some management authors suggest that the mission should try to give a reason for why the CSO exists – the purpose. The companion mission for the vision cited earlier for the youth organisation suggests that: “…we empower girls to find their voice. To find the best in themselves and to make a positive difference in their community.”

This mission suggests that the beneficiaries (girls) have a need to find their voice, a need to find the best in themselves, and a need to make a positive difference in their community. Here, a group of adults have considered girls’ problems and have come up with the idea that they’ll set up a CSO to address a phenomenon. In Rumelt’s form, those adults are saying, “we reckon that if we give girls a certain type of programme within an appropriate youth organisation, we’ll help them find their voice.” Those adults, the visionaries, are making huge assumptions about the girls’ needs.

Girlguiding, the youth organisation from which the vision and mission statements are taken, was formed in 1910. The notion of philanthropy – in this case to ‘rescue’ girls from an otherwise ignoble life – was strong in society at that time. Girlguiding has striven since to meet the evolving needs of modern girls, adapting its propositions, purpose, products, and methods to fit changing times. Lately, Girlguiding has adopted ‘youth focussed’ in its mission to diminish the absolute role of adults suggested above.

We can see here the link between the propositions (a certain programme), formed into several products (such as camping), linked together with a method (like a weekly meeting under adult guidance), to meet the girls’ needs.

Arguably the mission is just the foundation and domain from previous development balled up in a publicly consumable form. Indeed, it’s often as if there’s a competition across CSOs to invent the ‘best’ or most consumable set of statements. There is no best set – only statements that will meet beneficiaries’ needs and solve the problem the CSO choses to address. And vision, mission, and aims are often conflated, rendering many statements useless. 

Aims and objectives suggest that the CSO will develop over time. Indeed, it must. Girlguiding has had to reinvent itself several times and it has done this by adopting aims, often by way of plans for the epoch ahead. These plans are then published to show stakeholders how managers are striving to stay current.

Aims are step changes in domaining, tweaking propositions, purpose, products, and method. Examples might be, for example, to improve diversity, or have stakeholders better involved, or to improve volunteer tenure.

Aims and objectives are often confused. Here, we’ll reserve the term ‘objectives’ to describe aims that are local to the manager or volunteer and have short timescales. An objective for a manager of Girlguiding volunteers might be to ensure one camping activity per year per group. Objectives are requirements on lead volunteers and volunteers to do something that ultimately will flow all the way back to achieve needs. Objectives feed off aims. Ideally, lead volunteers will discuss local short-term objectives with local volunteers based on pan-CSO aims.

Sadly, many strategists start with vision, move to mission, and then develop some aims. They assume everything we’ve outlined here that comes before – and that’s often why CSOs fail after a period. The link to needs is not tight enough and aims drift out of currency. All involved in Strategising must re-visit the foundation and domain and not assume anything in developing the communications statements.

Many strategy gurus suggest inclusion of a statement about the values that the CSO should consider important in meeting its strategy. And often values are included within the comms group of statements. In communicating specific values, the CSO is effectively suggesting that volunteers should adopt and display these. The assumption is that those values will contribute to vision, mission and aims. And here there are some bear traps.

There are over 200 useful human values. An Internet search will show them.

A CSO might suggest, for example, that it promotes, and seeks volunteers with the values of honesty, trustworthiness, integrity, determination, and loyalty. That’s a nice group and we’d all like to think that we exhibited all of those. There are three traps here.

First, in saying that those values are the most important, is the CSO also saying that the other 195 values are less so? So, for example, is it less enthusiastic about fairness, or compassion? Deciding the values confuses and begs the question about all the other laudable values that the CSO’s volunteers might hold and display. 

Second, what we’ve touted here as the value of determination (sometimes called grit) is a personality trait. On looking at the lists of values on numerous Internet sites, there are many that are based on personality – innate and imbued in upbringing. So, is the CSO saying it will select its volunteers for grit at the exclusion of others? And if that’s the intention, how will it do this? It will need to adopt personality assessment during recruitment and train recruiting managers in personality inventory analysis. To avoid it being declared inequitable and unfair, that value will need to be linked to volunteer job descriptions as a necessary characteristic.

In addition, there are many so-called values that are competencies. In those cases, the desired ‘values’ can be learned, and so need not be checked for during interview. But there will need to be a training and appraisal system in place to ensure all learn about them and adopt them.

Third, loyalty, in the example above, is not a value. It can’t be because people are loyal to something or someone. Loyalty is earned by the CSO through its management actions. Recruits have no experience of the organisation and hence can’t be expected to be loyal to it - yet. The desire for loyalty places an obligation on managers. It’s impossible to expect volunteers to be loyal to the CSO when its managers are poorly trained, making crass decisions, and treating volunteers with disrespect. And likewise, it’s difficult for one volunteer to be loyal to another when the culture is one of mistrust and back-stabbing. 

Values are nice words. Maybe they help funders part with their money when they think that the CSO holds values that they too hold dear. Unfortunately, values are complex to assess in people and beyond the scope of most volunteer recruitment and management. Values are like wishes. They are like hopes. Perhaps managers are saying, “we hope our people will embrace honesty”, or “be empathic”, or “be tolerant”. Often, it’s for those managers to realise those organisational values through their actions rather than expecting volunteers to hold them from the outset.

We’ll pick values up again in other chapters when discussing volunteer personal characteristics.


1.5  Making plans

Strategy needs to be made real – stuff must be done to turn the strategy into results. Action to achieve strategy begins with making plans. Plans must be made to deliver the products using the method. Figure 1-4 shows the four elements of planning. 

Any volunteer youth leader knows that to be able to look back on a year to review success, there must have first been a programme – something done to achieve objectives. A programme when young people are working towards the Duke of Edinburgh’s Award or the likes comprises products like a night on first aid, and three nights on map and compass skills, in readiness for an expedition. Then a weekend preparing for that expedition, checking tents and personal kit. Then there’s the practice expedition – two or three days simulating the real thing, camping, walking, and recording. That lot will span something like three months in spring and summer, culminating in the expedition itself.

This is all part of a programme. Programmes comprise many individual projects. And each project from the manager’s perspective includes many discrete products knitted together in a method embraced by volunteer leaders. It’s a standard form in many CSOs. 

Figure 1-4 shows the relationship between foundation, domain, comms, and plans. It also suggests the relationship with the rest of strategy yet to be discussed. Plans are in the middle – after foundation-building, but before operations and other physical actions and results.

The expedition project discussed above – perhaps selected from one of a menu of products in the CSO’s playbook – marries with many others that the manager has discussed and agreed with the volunteers to be delivered that year.
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Figure 1-4: Making plans

At the other end of the scale, a project might be planned for an animal re-homing charity, within a programme of support to European peers. It might be agreed that the CSO will open a re-homing centre in Dublin. The foundation is the same as that for the UK charity, though the context is different. There may be modified propositions, though the purpose may be the same. 

In this case, the project would be professionally planned, and involve a host of staff, volunteers, managers, and sub-contractors. And it would have a dedicated large budget.

Programme planning is often taught during volunteer and manager training. Trainees work with trainers to learn how to set objectives from overarching aims, comprising one or more programmes over a period. It’s all straightforward enough. Managers start by asking what they want to achieve in the period, then they calendar and budget headline activities, setting month-by-month and week-by-week objectives. And objectives spawn projects.

It’s also well accepted that progress is easier to make in small bites, so the programme and all projects must be broken down into manageable chunks. Many years ago in our own formation training, this was taught as the idea of eating an elephant. Metaphorically, eating an elephant will cause extreme indigestion if done all at once. But broken down and eaten one slice at a time, it’s achievable. It’s also indigestible if left to the last minute, and so all projects must be sliced up and planned so that the whole elephant is consumed by the required future end point. In other words, planning begins at the end and works back to the necessary start date.

Programme planning and project management extend to all CSOs. They might be known as something else, but in the end managers from every organisation need to sit down and plan their activities across time. There’s the adage – ‘failing to plan is planning to fail’.

Many plans in CSOs will not be new. They may be incremental improvements on existing plans. Indeed, many CSOs will not make plans, using instead playbooks almost cast in stone. But they’re plans by another name. Sometimes the foundations may be the same as they have always been. Maybe there have been changes in the context that might spawn a project, or maybe not. But this does not mean that the strategy is static. We discuss in Chapter 11 the notion of change (and hence the need for plans) in order to stand still – to continue to achieve in a changing context.

In the 1950s, Japanese manufacturing industry went through a deliberate period of change, from cheap poor quality to expensive high quality. It did this by universally adopting a process of kaizen, incremental improvement based on feedback from results. Kaizen teaches that every person in the organisation has a contribution to make, and that it’s the tiny changes that matter.

Incremental improvement has many advantages. Big changes and advancements take big time and lots of people. Small changes can be done by individuals. Small changes take less energy, and hence procrastination and inertia are less prevalent. With incremental change goes a sense of progress every day, every week. And that stimulates manager and volunteer morale.

Incremental improvement of existing systems and sub-systems is useful in all CSOs and in some this may be the only form of planning done. Let’s now address those systems and sub-systems in which change is made. 

A CSO can be likened with a machine. Machines are systems. A motor car – a machine with which most of us are very familiar - converts fuel into motion using an engine, a gearbox and set of wheels. It provides travel for its beneficiaries – its owner and their family. CSOs convert human effort along with a bit of technology into comfort, security, or other benefit. Likening CSOs to systems allows phenomena to be exploited, purposes to be followed and aims to be met. Without the CSO as system, nothing happens. There will be no performance, so no outcomes and no impacts. With the right machine – the right system - stuff happens.

We like this system idea, and you’ll see it throughout this book. Here’s an example of some components in a CSO system. Let’s assume the CSO delivers meals to the elderly. One component must keep track of the beneficiaries and their addresses and contact details. Another must take orders and present those as work instructions to the cooks. And then another must be the delivery system, travelling house to house, and collecting and recycling used containers. We could go on. Each relies on the others. And the system fails if any one component fails to perform.

The CSO system and its components must be documented, not least because unless it is expressed and communicated, change is impossible. In today’s CSO, the system is also the machine by which the organisation demonstrates safe, high quality, and timely service delivery and beneficiary satisfaction.

We consider that for a CSO, an input-process-output (IPO) model at the highest level of abstraction is useful.

In the IPO systems model shown in Figure 1-5, inputs like technology function come into the organisation from the left. Outputs like performance leave from the right. Enablers like management skill enter from the top. And constraints like societal norms enter from below.

There are many uses of the IPO model. The simplest is, for example, to state the ‘as is’ state, with funder monies creating specific results today. Then managers can speculate on the enhanced outcomes for greater monies that might form part of future strategy. Inputs realise outputs. Enablers and constraints moderate the input-output relationship. For example, one of the simplest changes yielding big benefit in output might be to improve management skill shown top right in the figure. 
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Figure 1-5: IPO system model of a civil society organisation

Every organisation is different and will have unique inputs, outputs, enablers, and constraints. Each will have different relationships between inputs and outputs. We discuss later how this form of modelling can be applied to the CSO. We show how the model can be decomposed if so desired to reveal a pan-organisation IPO model to component, department, or even individual volunteer level.

It’s important that managers excel at all the little things in the system. Those little things – primitives - aggregate across the organisation and are tacitly adopted. They are the glue in the system – the activities that make the system work as a series of processes. Often primitives are not defined, but form part of managers’ and volunteers’ competencies acquired from earlier training.

A typical primitive in a CSO might be how management data is to be assembled. Another might be the use of email as a communications device. And yet another is how beneficiaries are met with. There’s no need to specify these primitives. All organisations have a huge number of primitives. Some are defined, some are part of volunteer foundation training, and some are part of specific volunteer development. All can be learned, changed, and improved as part of plans for change.

At this stage in the assembly of strategy, we have trapped the beneficiary needs, established the phenomena, developed comms statements, and defined our plans and systems. In later chapters we’ll put flesh on this bone. For now, we need to discuss the last two activities in strategy.

1.6  Forming operations

Many managers consider that operations are not part of strategy. After all, operations are just doing what you say you will. And yet, if you don’t define that, and make it subject to measurement and review, strategy will not be followed and hence will not be achieved. The three parts to operations are shown in Figure 1-6.
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Figure 1-6: Defining the CSO operations

Within a CSO’s operations, managers must instruct volunteers. If it’s building a mountain path, volunteers must be shown how to place stones and dig gullies for water flow down the mountain. Often a specialist manager or volunteer will write an instruction manual. If no instruction is given, a poor quality, unsafe path will likely result. And as with all poor quality, the path will not last and will need to be re-worked in a few years.

Instruction is key in quality, safety, and safeguarding. Instruction is often given by subject matter experts, themselves often volunteers.

There are a host of approaches to instruction. And there’s a balance between instruction and volunteer competencies, and hence between instruction and training. For example, a CSO whose purpose is to neuter dogs might engage volunteer vets. Those vets, by their foundation and past training, will be competent in neutering, and hence only the briefest of instructions will be needed. CSO managers must define how they intend to instruct volunteers. We give more details on this in Chapter 3.

Once activity begins, each volunteer will perform. Their performance will contribute to the CSO aims. 

At the end of it all, the only thing that matters in a CSO is performance. 

Each volunteer performs. Individual performance aggregates to yield results. Given the right conditions within the CSO’s organisation, effects yield outcomes, impacts and changes. We discuss the four elements comprising results below and in Figure 1-7. And then the CSO succeeds. Since performance is so fundamental, we spend a lot of time in Chapters 6 and 7 discussing how each volunteer is managed to give the right performance.

Since audit is critical to all CSOs, we discuss this as a separate section below.

1.7  Quantifying results

Under operations we said that stuff happens. Individual volunteers perform and generate appropriate results. Perhaps those results contribute to the organisation’s strategy. Or perhaps they don’t. It’s now time to look at whether the aggregated CSO’s operations gave the results required when defined way back in foundation-building and in aims and objectives. The results should be able to illustrate if the beneficiaries’ needs are met and if the CSO has solved the beneficiaries’ problems.

First, the various volunteer activities will have effects. The relationship between effects and other results is shown in Figure 1-7.

Effects are the easiest to assess. – in a youth organisation, a camp happened, for example. All attendees enjoyed it immensely. If we were to ask the young people, they’d eagerly comment that it was great. If asked about specific learning points that the leader volunteers hoped for, like cooking, the young people would say they learned those.

But the problem with this self-reporting is obvious. They say they learned. But it would take the leader volunteers some testing to be confident that those skills have progressed. And it would take some post-event testing much later to learn that the skills weren’t forgotten the week after.

What matters is that effects are not momentary, and that they have become outcomes.

Taking the camp example, the leader volunteers hope that cooking skills will be learned and will be long-lasting. The outcomes wanted are perhaps to have young people feel enjoyment and accomplishment from cooking and decide that they’d want to cook regularly when home. Maybe too, that’s the outcomes that their parents, the primary stakeholders, hoped for! 
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Figure 1-7: Seeing results and its associated measures

Outcomes spawn impacts. An impact is the degree to which an outcome propagates the society. Young people in the Scouts may have indeed gone to camp and learned some skills for life – cooperation, teamwork, fire making, cooking, personal hygiene. But if it all works right, 8,000 UK groups each with about 20 young people attending camp every year learn skills for life. On a global scale, 50 million Scouts worldwide learn skills for life. That’s an impact.

Of course, what really matters is that impacts realise change.

Changes occur in the society. The need was not to go to camp. Indeed, the need was not that all Scouts worldwide go to camp. The need was to have young people gain an understanding of how to look after themselves, to have greater self-reliance and greater confidence. Change must be viewed over time measured in years and aggregated with other non-formal education. In many CSOs, the change may occur in a very small population, and the visionaries, managers and funders must assess if this meets their aims in setting up the CSO. 

Many gurus writing on how one measures results claim that it’s impossible to assess them meaningfully. This is simply because the phrase, “if you can’t metricate it, you can’t measure it” has become embedded in guru thinking. This suggests that if there aren’t numbers like sales value, or cost of goods associated with the outcome, it’s not worth trying to assess it. Some would even say it’s impossible to measure outcomes like self-reliance, or confidence. That goes with the partner phrase, “if you can’t measure it, you can’t manage it”. Again, the idea is that if you can’t measure a variable like cost of goods, you can’t take steps to control it. 

Such phrases came from management of businesses. But despite achieving popular acclaim as contributing to business management, these are not true. And they’re not true either in the management of volunteers.

It is true, of course, that all effects, outcomes, impacts, and changes need some meaningful report. Data needs to be gathered. There are two approaches to data gathering, and two forms of analysis: quantitative analysis, and qualitative analysis. 

Under quantitative analysis, managers measure effects, and they compare the results from different variables. Examples abound. They might measure attendance at a youth club, and analyse the attendees against age, comparing month by month and year by year. They might conclude that more young people attend more often now than they did last year. And that might perhaps follow from some recruitment activities the managers did as part of current strategy. Of course, they might also note from this data that older members of the youth club are on the decline. That might come as a surprise and prompt questions why – ‘have we understood the needs correctly’, and ‘are we exploiting the right phenomena?’ And ‘have we built the right products’, or ‘has the context shifted so that the products we are delivering for the older cohort have lost their lustre?’

Simply, anything can be measured. It’s really a matter of capturing data from the right variables and ensuring that the time taken to gather data is cost effective, considering that something else more useful might be done with that time. The choice of the variables comes from needs and problems.

Under qualitative analysis, managers don’t expect hard answers from measurement like, ‘10 young people in the 11-14 years age range attended’. They go and inquire. Under qualitative analysis, they develop a research question. They might postulate that, ‘as a result of our new programme, more young people in the 11-14 years age range say that they learn a practical skill every week’. Managers of course need to have some analysis from a time before as a benchmark. But now they can get in general discussion with some young people, and capture what they say.

Once a manager has some qualitative data, like notes from discussions with several young people, they can analyse it. Thematic analysis is a common way of doing this. Under thematic analysis, the texts are codified and themes developed. A theme might develop to suggest that the older cohort don’t find the new programme challenging, and that’s reported. The advantage of qualitative analysis is that it can capture information and make assertions that can’t really be deduced from quantitative data. 

And so, on the analysis goes. 

A word of warning though. Qualitative analysis is very badly understood. If managers intend using this form, they must learn how to do it right, and how to analyse the scripts generated. There are many good publications. But many CSOs have generated flawed conclusions from badly conducted surveying and interviewing. It must be done right to be authentic.

1.8  Validating and verifying results

So far, we’ve assumed that it’s all about needs realising results. But if we must wait for results before we can ask questions about whether we are doing the right things, and doing things right, it’s way too late. Two approaches to audit are often used in the software systems world – validation and verification (V&V) - in an endeavour to avoid disaster. V&V is useful here too.


[image: ]



Figure 1-8: Validation and verification applied to a CSO’s strategy

Validation is the audit to confirm that one strategy activity is a valid representation of another. Verification is the audit to confirm that each strategy activity is being done as it should. Figure 1-8 shows this diagrammatically with some example questions.

The concept of V&V can be applied to every activity round the strategy framework. It’s all about asking questions. For example, are our operations a valid representation of our plans. That can be done before any operations start by looking at instructions, and by talking to volunteers ready to deliver components. And as another example, will our plans realise the intended results, asked before we see any performance or output. There are various techniques for pursuing the questions and getting answers. Perhaps the simplest is by asking groups of volunteers if they think the answer is ‘yes’ to a specific question. If all say, ‘yes’, that’s good. But if some volunteers have doubts, more questions are needed to discover why.

Assessing strategic results demands that managers challenge a huge number of assumptions and pose a huge number of questions. 

We assume that those camps discussed earlier were of quality. We assume that they were well run, and the young people engaged in a ‘skills for life’ programme. But what does ‘well run’ mean? And what are these illusive skills for life? There’s much to be defined before assessing results.

If the needs are not well interpreted and embraced, and the problems not well captured, validation and verification will fail. Nothing must be ill-defined. If it is, it will be pure chance that the effects, let alone the changes, will be achieved.

Baden-Powell likely didn’t do this sort of analysis we discuss here when he started the Scouts. But he did likely have a sense that there was a problem, something missing in young people of the day. He likely sensed that if he started a CSO which taught the skills that he had acquired as a frontier scout in South Africa, changes to society for the better would ensue.


Many CSOs start like this, with one person having a hunch about needs and problems. Many CSOs started like this are successful. Many, though, loose their way. Continual, structured assessment of progress is essential, and the framework we’ve given here provides an approach.

1.9  Strategy in practice

We’ve described here how strategy should be thought about. We’ve included pointers about how a strategy might be constructed. It’s probably a document of some sort but it’s up to those involved to decide what it looks like.

This short section describes how this document might be formed and used. It describes how strategy is used in the organisation. There’s more on how strategy is formed, changed, and used in Chapter 11 on driving change.

Responsibility for strategy building, communication, and use lies with managers – chief volunteers in a senior volunteer group, senior managers in a senior management team and senior managers on a board of trustees or board of directors. Those managers must drive the strategy-building process. It’s their job to realise a suitable document.

An approach might be to assign a small team to develop an outline strategy. This team would need to poll peer opinion. This outline strategy can then be shared with peers for critical review. A draft document can then be produced.

There will be many comments and arguments for change at this stage. If the team has worked the framework, and the foundation is strong, many of these will be seen as rightly irrelevant and dismissed. Relevant comments will, on the other hand, drive change to the document.

Critically, the group assembling the strategy will need to document the results expected with the organisation proposed. It’s this relationship between results and resources that will form objectives for managers. It’s here too that strategic options will be debated. There are always choices to be made and there are never enough resources for the aims the visionaries have. There are always calls too for the CSO to be prepared to take greater risks to realise greater results. We discuss options evaluation and decision-making in Chapter 11 on change.

A mature strategy can be shared then with stakeholders, beneficiaries, funders, volunteers, staff, regulators, and government where relevant. How this is done is for the CSO to decide. This is perhaps laid down in the CSO’s governing document. However it’s done, transparency is key. 

Consultation is a useful tool here. There are many consultation models available. In essence, a document is published and provided to interested parties. It’s peppered with questions where the authors need
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