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MOST not-for-profi t organizations 
survive because of the efforts of 
volunteers. Whether serving as 
directors or offi cers of the organization 
or carrying out its benefi cial mission of 
serving the public, volunteers in not-for-
profi ts present both a signifi cant asset 
and a signifi cant risk. 

Larger and more sophisticated not-for-
profi ts recognize the risk as well as 
the benefi ts of volunteer involvement 
and develop selection, training, 
monitoring, and control systems to 
manage the risk. They also transfer 
some of that risk through the purchase 
of insurance coverage. Each not-for-
profi t must develop a risk management 
plan that includes identifying the 
potential risk created by volunteers 
and implementing plans to mitigat such 
risks.

Program Volunteers Need Guidance 
and Attention
The enthusiastic, but at times 
misguided, actions of volunteers can 
create a danger to themselves and 
to the reputation, operation, and 
fi nancial viability of a not-for-profi t. 
Organizations need to understand the 
roles volunteers should or should not 
take, and structure volunteer efforts 
accordingly. Giving a volunteer the 
real or apparent authority to act on 
behalf of the not-for-profi t can generate 
the same level of risk that exists when 
a paid employee functions within the 
scope of the employee’s duties. Sound 
management provided by operating 
procedures provides continuity and 
equity to the volunteer involvement 
process. It also documents the values, 
beliefs, and directions that are the 
guiding principles for connecting 
the volunteer program to the larger 
organization and its mission. The 
procedures should include methods 
of risk management to aid program 
effectiveness.

Volunteer Selection and Training
The amount of information a not-
for-profi t needs to know about its 
volunteers varies depending upon the 
type of organization and the extent the 
volunteer will be interacting with the 
public on behalf of the organization. 

In situations where a volunteer has 
any external contact or decision-
making involvement, it is important that 
volunteers provide information on their 
backgrounds, experiences, and skills. 
The use of a screening process based 
on a standard application form for 
specifi c positions speeds this inquiry. 
An interview to align the volunteer’s 
skills and interests with the position 
description is prudent. 

The screening process starts by 
considering the potential dangers 
inherent in a volunteer position. Before 
screening for a particular position, it 
is critical to identify the characteristics 
that will act as automatic disqualifi ers 
for the position. Whenever a basic 
screening process raises questions 
about the suitability of an applicant, the 
questions should be investigated further 
to determine whether the applicant 
should be disqualifi ed. Procedures 
should consider past conduct, and not 
simply ideas or indicated affi liations. 
Conduct is an appropriate basis for 
exclusion.

Written tools and guidelines to 
substantiate this screening standard 
include position descriptions, interview 
guides, hiring checklists, reference 
check worksheets, and other items 
as appropriate. Special care must 
be taken if the volunteer is put in a 
position to work with children or in 
unsupervised one-on-one activities. 
Background checks for criminal 
behavior should be conducted. With 
volunteers who are under 18, special 
care must be taken. In some cases, 
parental consent forms are required, 
and all such volunteers should 
have additional training and close 
supervision.

Volunteers Can Create 
Organizational Liability
Risk to the not-for-profi t—and risk to an 
individual volunteer—can take many 
forms. Often, the risk generated by 
volunteers depends on their position 
within the organization and the scope 
of their duties.

Financial Mismanagement or Fraud: 
Just as with directors and offi cers, 

volunteers could mismanage operations 
or organizational assets. There could 
be self-dealing, confl icts of interest, 
and harm from acts that go beyond a 
volunteer’s authority or are in violation 
of state or federal laws. This can result 
in litigation and a fi nancial burden on 
the not-for-profi t, as well as damage 
to the organization’s reputation and 
income-generating activities.

Employment Practices: Organizations 
face a growing multitude of serious 
employment practices liability 
exposures. Placing a volunteer in a 
situation where they could be harassed 
or injured, or condoning the activities 
of a volunteer who discriminates 
or abuses another, could lead to 
organizational liability.

Publishing Liability and Plagiarism: 
Some of the major risks to associations 
that publish information in printed 
or electronic form are plagiarism 
and other instances of publishing 
misrepresentation. Often, the review 
of submissions or the editing process 
is not suffi ciently robust or skillful to 
mitigate the danger. 

Defamation: Defamation, whether 
in written form or communicated to 
another party orally, can arise in 
situations where one party disparages 
the honesty or competency of another. 
A not-for-profi t may incur liability for 
its own actions and, increasingly, for 
the actions of volunteers. Whether the 
actions of the volunteer exhibit malice 
or a reckless disregard for the truth, or 
simply are offered as the volunteer’s 
opinion, the threat to the association 
remains. 

Antitrust: Volunteers—especially those 
who sit on boards or committees—can 
create the signifi cant risk of a federal 
antitrust action. An association is liable 
when it fails to prevent an antitrust 
violation that results from the misuse 
of the association’s reputation by its 
agents including unpaid volunteers. 
An association can help minimize 
its exposure to antitrust violations by 
implementing an antitrust compliance 
program for volunteers as well as staff. 
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Negligent Performance: The enthusiasm 
of volunteers may lead them to 
take unacceptable risks or accept 
assignments and responsibilities 
for which no one has trained them. 
In addition, volunteers may not 
understand that their responsibility 
changes depending on the service 
they are providing on behalf of the 
organization. And they may, over time, 
feel less accountable for their actions.

Confi dentiality: It is critical that not-
for-profi ts emphasize the importance 
of keeping private information 
confi dential. Often, a volunteer 
may understand the need to keep 
fi nancial information private, but not 
realize the exposure created simply 
by acknowledging that services were 
provided.

Encumbering Organizational Assets: 
Volunteers can bind an organization 
to contracts and create other kinds 
of organizational liability. All that is 
needed is apparent authority to act for 
the organization. Volunteers should 
take care not to engage in activities 

that could make them appear to be 
agents of an organization.

Bodily Injury: Organizations have 
a duty of care to avoid exposing 
volunteers to risks to their health and 
safety. There should be a policy in 
place that provides basic information. 
It is vital that the not-for-profi t does not 
place volunteers in situations that a 
reasonable person would consider to 
be dangerous. The not-for-profi t must 
have procedures in place to respond to 
an accident or other incident. 

Auto Use: Special care and insurance 
coverage should be considered 
whenever volunteers are authorized 
to use their vehicle for organizational 
purposes or are assigned to operate 
vehicles registered to others. If 
volunteers drive vehicles, the volunteers 
should be properly licensed and 
their history of accidents and moving 
violations should be reviewed.

Not-for-profi ts Have Accountability and 
Must Exercise Control
Organizations are faced with the 

increasing challenge of accomplishing 
their authorized purpose while 
protecting their assets. Volunteers who 
represent not-for-profi ts often have 
high visibility and frequent contact 
with a population that might have little 
additional knowledge or identifi cation 
with the organization with which 
the volunteer serves. Organizations 
are routinely held responsible for the 
actions of their volunteers and are 
expected to reasonably foresee and 
address the risks associated with 
volunteer activities. Many not-for-profi ts 
have been surprised to discover the 
extent to which they could be held 
responsible for volunteer activities 
they never considered to be part of 
their routine operations. Care should 
be taken to screen volunteers, train 
them for their specifi c missions, 
monitor their activities on behalf of the 
organization, and control their ability 
to represent the not-for-profi t. Exercising 
control strengthens the organization’s 
accountability and protects the vitality 
of its mission.
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