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Energizing and appreciating our 
volunteers builds healthy and 
productive Park communities.



Presentation Agenda

Research about volunteering
Volunteer values

Enjoyment
Professionalism
Recognition

Education
Community



Goals for this presentation

● Identify the recipe for retaining volunteers
● Identify and develop meaningful formal and 

informal recognition plans for volunteers
● Energize the Volunteer Coordinator!

Teamwork Example (video, 5 minutes)

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=SSq-M9chVAc


Literature Review on Volunteer Impact

● Social Impacts

● Environmental Impacts

● Economic Impacts

*I am about to summarize what 
academia has to say about volunteers



Social Impacts of Volunteer 
Programs

1. Volunteers gain professional and technical skills
(Hackl et al., 2007; Handy & Greenspan, 2009; Orey, 2017)

2. Volunteers may experience increased psychological   

and physical health (Cnaan & Goldberg-Glen, 1991; Hartig, 2007; Manetti et al., 2015)

3. Volunteers may be more likely to be involved in civic 

matters and discussion (Donald, 1997; Evans et al., 2012; Johnson et al., 2018) 

4. Positive Social Returns on Investment (SROI) in 

volunteer programs (Handy & Mook, 2011; Orey, 2017; Pace & Basso, 2009)



Environmental Impacts of 
Volunteer Programs

1. Volunteer efforts have proven successful in habitat

restoration (Ganzevoort, et al., 2017; Ryan & Grese, 2005; Stroganoff, 2014)

2. Volunteer contribute to citizen science which is used 
to inform park management decisions 
(Andow et al., 2016; Jordan et al., 2010; Ryan et al., 2001)

3. Volunteers contribute to environmental policy and 

lobbying efforts 
(CNPS, 2018; Ventana Wilderness Alliance, 2018; The Nature Conservancy, 2018; Weber, 2000)



Santa Cruz Sandhills Habitat

Santa Cruz Wallflower 
(Erysimum teretifolium)

Santa Cruz Kangaroo Rat
(Dipodomys venustus)



Economic Impacts of 
Volunteer Programs

1. Volunteer programs may offset operational costs of  

public agencies (Jordan et al., 2012; Langenfield, 2009; Manetti, 2015)

2. Volunteer programs may generate profit by 
providing pay services (Follman, 2016; Sajardo & Serra, 2011; Salamon, 2011)

3. Volunteers may provide direct fundraising to pay 
for improvement projects 

(FOSCSP; 2018; Reidy et al., 2005; PCRF, 2017; Ventana Wilderness Alliance, 2018; WCA, 2018)



Thesis Research: Evaluating the Impact 
of Volunteers Serving Public Lands

Jeremy Lin
Master’s Thesis

Environmental Studies
Prescott College



What do volunteers value?

Enjoyment

Professionalism
Education

Recognition

Community



VOLUNTEER ENJOYMENT



Connect with your Volunteers

Schmooze with your 
volunteers

Ask questions and get to know 
them, build relationships

Connect your volunteers with 

each other

Open office hours



Provide Volunteers Perks

Get access to “special areas” 
within the park

Confide in them with 
“privileged information” that 

makes them feel special

Hook them up with free 
camping (if possible)



Volunteer Enrichment Opportunities

● Field trips to other parks

● Guest or expert lecture 

offered to volunteers only

● Forward scholarly articles 

to interested volunteers



PROFESSIONALISM



Organize Your Program

*Disorganization is a turn off



Volunteer Website Example

Donner Docents website

https://sites.google.com/view/donnerdocents/home?authuser=0


Volunteer Website Example

WildernessPatrol.org

https://wildernesspatrol.org/


Volunteer Duty Statements

● Specific duty statements 
provide clear expectations 

● Vague duty statements 
confuse and disappoint 
everyone

● “Weed-out” non serious 

applicants



Volunteer Program Manual

● Your Manual is your Program

● Set a style guide for text and 

font

● Limit copying other material

● Use current photos

● Review each year

● Use DARC



Better Impact

Birthday and anniversary alerts



Volunteer Uniform Standards



Volunteer Uniform Standards



Volunteer Training

● Solid training materials

● Start and finish on time

● Training space

● Refreshments

● Tables

● Graduation

● Mentoring/Shadowing*



Ask for Feedback



VOLUNTEER RECOGNITION



Volunteer Recognition

● Statewide Programs
● District Programs

● Park Specific Programs

● Free programs and cost 

programs



Statewide – Volunteer Park Passes

District Pass = 50 hours 
(may differ in each district)

State Pass = 200 hours

❖ Grants volunteers entry into 
California State Parks.

❖ Does not work for camping or 
special events.

❖ Co-op volunteers can now earn park 
passes.

❖ 200 hours for State Pass



Statewide - Poppy Award
❖ Eligibility – State Park Volunteer

❖ Nomination – Any Park Employee

❖ Criteria – “Volunteer who contributes significantly                                           
to the betterment of California State Parks.” 

❖ Selection – Fill out form DPR 208J. Needs approval of your District 
Volunteer Coordinator > Superintendent > Volunteer Programs 
Coordinator.

❖ Presentation – Framed and matted or Presentation Folder. Award as park 
special event.

❖ Timing – 2 weeks to 1 month

❖ Use Often



Statewide - Poppy Award



Statewide – Medallion Award
❖ Eligibility – State Park Volunteers or                                                                                         

Teams of Volunteers

❖ Nomination – Any Park Employee or Volunteer

❖ Criteria – “Significant contribution toward                                                                                         
the mission and goals of the Department and                                                                              
worthy of recognition by the                                                                                                 
California State Parks Director.” 

❖ Recognize at district level first or with Poppy Award

❖ Selection – Fill out form DPR 208I. Needs approval of your District Volunteer Coordinator 
> Superintendent > Volunteer Programs Coordinator.

❖ Presentation – Framed. Presented by the Deputy Director for Park Operations or other. 

❖ Timing – 3 weeks to 1 month



Statewide - Medallion Award



Statewide – Other Awards
Above Medallion Award

❖ Directors Recognition Awards     

❖ Directors Special 
Commendation 

❖ Universal Access Award –
Achievements which benefit 
people with disabilities.



Appreciation Award Templates
Google Drive Shared Folder

https://drive.google.com/drive/folders/1Ph1i0aRpelfidx2RoEOOlsBB3w1ORKsW


District - Quail Pin
❖ Quail Pins $4.75

❖ Hour Bars $3.50



District – Volunteer Celebration

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=POv3abFIEhY


District – Volunteer Celebration
❖ Volunteers of all classifications 

❖ Special Walks

❖ Socializing

❖ Check-In Booth

❖ Games and Activities

❖ Mingle with volunteers

❖ Photo Booth

❖ Staff Schmoozing

❖ Catered Meal

❖ Volunteer Skit!



Photos for Volunteers





Enrichment Trainings

● Delve into local natural 
and cultural topics

● Field trips within the 
parks (special access 
areas)

● Field trips to other 

parks, museums, and 
programs



COMMUNITY



Everyone Helps Out

Connect volunteers to all 
park staff

Research Results

Longer volunteer tenure was 
significantly correlated with 
parks that employ more than 
one Vol Coordinator. 

Pearson’s r = 0.546, 
p = 1.84e-11, n = 174



Community Events

● Regular Meetings

● Social gatherings and 
hikes with volunteers

● Holiday parties and 
potlucks



Online Community

● Email group 
● Volunteer Resources 

Webpage
● Facebook/Instagram 

Page



Volunteer Leadership

● Mentor Program

● Docent Manual Team

● Program Development

● Other Parks Projects



VOLUNTEER BREAK ROOMS



Why Have Volunteer Break Rooms?

● Meet basic needs: 

water, shelter, and rest

● Safe space to store 
personal items

● Safe space to take breaks

● Affirms their importance to 
your park



Basics

● Doesn’t need to be fancy, but should be clean.

● Place to relax, stow items, have a snack and 
socialize.



Extra touches

● Private restroom

● Bulletin board: resources, 
announcements, 
achievements

● Post birthdays, upcoming 

events flyers, thank you 
notes, etc.



Extra touches (cont.)

● Snacks: drinking water, coffee and tea, granola 
bars

● Refrigerator and microwave

● Resource library

● Computer to log hours

● Gear for emergencies: rain slickers, flashlights, etc.



Why Provide Volunteer Break Rooms 
and other Amenities?

● Happy and comfortable 
volunteers are more 

productive and tend to stick 
around!

● Shows you care about your 
volunteers, themselves –

not just for their work.



Discussion:

● What volunteer break 
rooms and spaces do you 

provide at your park?



What do volunteers value?

Enjoyment

Professionalism
Education

Recognition

Community



Going Further

● Build a volunteer website

● Explore what your neighbor 

parks are doing

● Develop district-wide programs 

with the support of your peers 

and supervisors



Energizing and appreciating our 
volunteers builds healthy and 
productive park communities.



Engaging, Energizing, and 
Recognizing Volunteers

Jeremy Lin

State Park Interpreter II

North Lake Tahoe Sector, 

Sierra District

Alex Trudelle

State Park Interpreter I

Castle Rock & Portola 

Redwoods State Parks, Santa 

Cruz District
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