
Doing what matters 

What do people want? What do 

you want? What motivates people? 

Why are they only interested in 

certain activities? These questions 

have been burning away at 

Volunteer Organisations, 

organisational psychologists, and 

researchers for decades.  

In amongst all the theories and 

frameworks there is general 

agreement that the intrinsic 

motivation of people is becoming 

more important – these are those 

‘things’ that motivate from within: 

• Acceptance and recognition

• Social interactions

• Status and feeling important

• Empowerment and autonomy

• Self-improvement and growth

Given this ‘inside’ focus, the 

challenge for ‘managers’ is how to 

best ‘see’ and identify such factors, 

to listen and better understand 

what they value and what is 

important to them. 

Volunteer based projects 

When ‘managing’ Volunteers and 

Volunteer based projects most 

leaders would enjoy the following 

outcomes, aspirations, and 

experiences: 

• Goals are achieved … and

with minimal fuss

• Strong sense of team work in

which members support, trust

and encourage each other to

learn and grow

• Low levels of negative stress

and conflict

• Low levels of attrition and

high levels of engagement

1http://www.uq.edu.au/news/article/2
014/12/workplace-leaders-improve-
employee-wellbeing 

Engaging people through 
building a sense of belonging 

A key way of engaging Volunteers 

is to craft a workplace where they 

have a sense of belonging. Such 

an environment communicates a 

positive attitude and a sense of 

care, and facilitates a favourable 

working environment. It also 

speaks to Volunteers that the time 

they donate to the organisation is 

quality time, associated with 

meaning and purpose. 

A sense of 

belonging also shifts 

the individual’s 

mindset away from a 

‘what do I get’ to 

‘what can I give’ and 

‘how can we grow 

together’ From a ‘me 

me’ to an ‘us and 

we’ mindset. 

Research by the 

University of 

Queensland1 

highlighted how 

employees who feel part of a 

group and work towards joint goals 

report increased positivity, 

motivation and overall health. 

Such a holistic and collective ‘tribe’ 

attitude is reflected in the vision 

and achievement of people like the 

late Anita Roddick (founder of the 

The Body Shop) who said: 

I want to work for a company that 

contributes to and is part of the 

community. I want something not 

just to invest in. I want something 

to believe in. 

This sense of belonging is a 

universal human need and can be 

experienced by individuals within 

business, organisations, sporting 

events, social gatherings and 

those engaged in hobbies and 

leisure pursuits. The latter includes 

the large number of clubs where 

hobbyists from gardening to card 

playing gather through a sense of 

belonging. 

The value of engaged 
Volunteers 

The level of engagement of 

Volunteers can have significant 

impacts on the organisation as 

illustrated by Table 1.  

Green Zone behaviours 

The utopia within the green zone is 

a situation in which Volunteers are 

committed, enabled, focused, and 

have a strong sense of belonging 

and connection to their ‘workplace. 

Having this as a goal and standard 

is what can help to motivate 

Volunteers and maximise the value 

they bring to an organisation. 
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In the middle of the Green Zone 

are behaviours reflecting people 

who are passive (the floaters). 

 

Whilst these people sit within the 

passive zone they are not being 

destructive nor are they generating 

value. They are just doing their bit.   

 

The Sydney Morning Herald 

reported that almost two thirds of 

Australian employees are in this 

passive zone … and just doing the 

bare minimum. 

 

Red zone behaviours 

The red zone is the danger zone 

where people are disengaged from 

their work activity. They might be 

there physically but that’s about 

the limit of their presence (what is 

often called Presenteeism) 

 

Within this zone the people’s 

productivity levels are low as is 

their level of care and commitment 

toward the organisation.  

 

In adverse situations people are 

not just ‘sitting around’ as passive 

Volunteers but often engage in 

disruptive and destructive 

behaviour that includes gossiping, 

bullying, information hoarding, silo 

activity and resistant attitudes. 

 

 

 

A Sense of Belonging 

Figure 2 (on the top of the 

following page) illustrates the 

elements of clarity, care and 

collaboration that help to create a 

sense of belonging. 

 

Clarity 

Clarity is being clear, honest and 

open with intentions. It is about 

informing Volunteers ‘up front’ 

what is expected of them, letting 

them know of changes to how they 

are being engaged. Clarity can 

also extend to helping a Volunteer 

find the reason why they are 

seeking a particular Volunteering 

opportunity. 

 

It can also extend to being specific 

in the way you praise their efforts, 

the significance of letting 

Volunteers know how important 

their work is, and inspiring 

Volunteers by sharing success 

stories. 

 

Action brings clarity 

Engagement in meaningful activity 

ramps up engagement and fires up 

our discretionary effort. However, 

when we lose momentum, we 

become vulnerable to distraction, 

self-doubt, and apathy. And when 

we are Volunteering our time then 

such feelings can give rise to 

frustration, anger and a distancing 

from the organisation. 

 

 

Ensuring Volunteers are involved, 

are active, are contributing helps 

them clarify whether what they are 

doing is what they want to be 

doing. 

 

Rituals communicate and 
help clarify 

Rituals are on-going activities that 

typically reflect the modus 

operandi and which have a 

significant influence on the 

behaviour of individuals. 

 

Rituals relevant to creating a 

sense of belonging include setting 

and achieving goals that stretch 

and motivate.  

 

Another ritual includes how 

progress is measured to ensure 

that people have a sense of 

achievement not just when the 

goal is reached but during the 

consistent activity and steps 

needed to be taken on the way. 

 

Rituals can be those little things, 

the said and unsaid elements, the 

‘how’ of people’s behaviour. 
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Care 

Care is shown through behaviours 

of respect, honesty, integrity, 

recognition, and 

acknowledgement. Some of the 

means these can be enacted 

include the following: 

 

Catch and Celebrate 

Noticing and recognising those 

meaningful moments that amplify 

gestures of appreciate. For 

example, not just when a 

Volunteer undertakes a task but 

when they’ve made that extra 

effort -  e.g. if they’ve gone out of 

their way. This extends and 

amplifies the value of gratitude in 

that thought has been given as to 

why you are being grateful. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

By recognising someone in a way 

that matters for them, that 

individual enjoys a release of the 

‘feel good’ neurotransmitter 

dopamine. This in turn reinforces 

that behaviour so if you want 

people to feel connected and with 

a sense of belonging, recognise 

people as belonging. 

 

Creating flexibility 

Volunteers offer their time in the 

trust that it will be managed 

effectively and toward achieving 

something of meaning for the 

organisation with which they are 

involved. They also appreciate the 

flexibility to engage in other 

personal activities.  

 

Managing Volunteers often needs 

a degree of creativity in offering 

such flexibility and / or 

communicating needs so that 

individuals can make informed 

choices – this might include 

redesigning tasks and projects – 

e.g. a small team working on a 

project spread out over weeks 

might be compressed into an 

intense project that they can hit 

hard and celebrate the results with 

a wider team. 

 

 

 

Creating shared value 

When an organisation seeks to  

value they are demonstrating care 

for others as much as for their 

organisation. They are seeking to 

ensure that individual and 

organisational aspirations can be 

realised at the same time and not 

at the expense of the other. 

Shared value creates a positive 

impact, and one in which this 

collective return is far greater than 

the sum of its parts. 

 

Impact and legacy 

In his book “Make It Matter: How 

Managers Can Motivate by 

Creating Meaning”, Scott Mautz 

discusses how legacy is becoming 

an important motivator for people. 

Providing the opportunities where 

Volunteers can be involved in 

projects that have ongoing identity 

and lasting impact. 

 

Empathy 

Empathy helps to uncover the 

needs and concerns of other 

people (and through this 

sometimes our own), improves 

relationships, encourages growth, 

provides support, and builds 

confidence. Feeling understood, 

feeling that other people have a 

genuine interest in our well-bring, 

all contribute to a greater sense of 

belonging. 
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Collaborative 

If we are going to work together to 

harness the power of collaboration 

and the collective, then we need to 

be doing what matters to us and to 

others whilst working toward a 

shared vision. This is best 

expressed in the effort of 

individuals working together as a 

team. 

Teamwork 

Characteristics of a successful 

team 

• Understand the team’s goals –

they might not necessarily

agree with it but are prepared

to commit to this for the benefit

of the collective

• Are clear about their tasks

• Build on the ideas, skills and

talents of others

• Take part in conversation /

discussion / decision making

• Listen to each other, and help

other feel good about

themselves and their

involvement

• Show respect, trust and

tolerance of others

• The collective supporting the

individual to help build

confidence

Communication and 
conversations 

Communication is the most 

effective means of gaining 

feedback, communicating ideas, 

and supporting others. Within 

communication are the skills of 

conversation, listening, presenting, 

understanding and the qualities of 

respect, integrity, and empathy. 

Of these the ability to listen is 

paramount, some of the elements 

of which include: 

• Listening for the other person’s

main idea and seeking to

understand their point of view

• Expressing interest and

encouragement through

appropriate body language

• Listening with an open mind –

and without interruptions,

judgements and opinions

• Being able to engage with the

power of the pause

• Creating space to listen

Enabling and empowering 
Volunteers 

What helps to create a sense of 

belonging is not just managing 

people as much as enabling 

people - managing the 

environment within which people 

are able to perform. It is about 

mobilising people around what is 

of meaning to them 

as much as to the 

workplace. 

Organisations can 

empower 

Volunteers by 

giving them individual 

responsibilities and the autonomy 

to make relevant and appropriate 

decisions, by ensuring they receive 

the training and / or other 

development to perform in their 

roles, and to better themselves.  

They also can motivate Volunteers 

by encouraging them to create 

solutions for situations, by allowing 

them to feel like active partners in 

the organisation, and that they are 

able to contribute in a meaningful 

way to a bigger goal. 

Honouring and enabling 
diversity 

When diversity is valued by an 

organisation, it is more likely that 

individuals will feel comfortable in 

being their authentic selves, in 

being part of an inclusive culture, 

in identifying with the strengths 

and qualities they are able (and 

would like) to contribute. An 

inclusive culture diverts energy 

away from trying to ‘fit in’ to 

‘contributing’ – which in turn adds 

value to the collective and to the 

organisation. 

These notes are provided as 

additional learning resource for 

participants attending the 2017 

Life Saving Victoria 

conference. 




