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A volunteer handbook is an essential tool for any organization that relies on the enthusiasm and 
dedication of volunteers. It serves as a guide to help new volunteers acclimate to their roles, understand 
the organization’s mission and values, and navigate their responsibilities effectively. A well-designed 
volunteer handbook not only facilitates orientation but also fosters a sense of belonging and commitment 
among volunteers. This article provides a comprehensive guide on how to design an effective volunteer 
handbook for orientation.

Understanding the Purpose of a Volunteer Handbook

1.1 Benefits of a Volunteer Handbook

A well-crafted volunteer handbook offers numerous benefits:

• Orientation: It provides crucial information to help new volunteers understand their roles and the 
organization’s expectations. 

• Consistency: A handbook ensures that all volunteers receive the same information, promoting 
fairness and consistency in training. 

• Empowerment: By equipping volunteers with knowledge, they feel more empowered and 
confident in their abilities. 

• Engagement: A thoughtfully designed handbook can enhance volunteer engagement by aligning 
them with the organization’s mission and values. 

1.2 Key Components of the Handbook

To be effective, a volunteer handbook should include:

• Overview of the organization 
• Volunteer policies and procedures 
• Specific roles and responsibilities 
• Training opportunities 
• Health and safety guidelines 
• Contact information and communication protocols 

These components create a comprehensive resource that volunteers can refer back to throughout their 
service.

Identifying Your Audience

2.1 Understanding Volunteer Demographics

Knowing your audience is crucial for tailoring the content of the handbook:

• Age Groups: Volunteers may range from students to retirees. Consider their varying experiences 
and preferences. 
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• Cultural Backgrounds: Understand the cultural diversity of your volunteers to ensure inclusivity 
in language and examples used. 

• Experience Levels: Some volunteers may have prior experience, while others may be entirely 
new to volunteering. Tailor sections accordingly. 

Identifying these demographics allows for a more personalized approach in the handbook’s development.

2.2 Tailoring Content for Different Roles

Different volunteer roles may require specific information:

• Frontline Volunteers: Provide detailed instructions about direct interaction with beneficiaries or 
clients. 

• Administrative Volunteers: Include information relevant to office tasks and organizational 
support. 

• Event-based Volunteers: Outline logistics, schedules, and expectations specific to events. 

Customizing content according to the roles ensures that each volunteer receives relevant information.

Structuring the Handbook

3.1 Creating a Table of Contents

An organized table of contents enhances navigation:

• Hierarchy: Use headings and subheadings clearly to indicate the structure of the handbook. 
• Page Numbers: Include page numbers for quick reference. 

A user-friendly table of contents allows volunteers to easily find the information they need.

3.2 Organizing Sections Logically

Logical organization contributes to clarity:

• Introduction First: Start with an introduction that outlines the purpose of the handbook and 
welcome messages. 

• Flow of Information: Arrange sections in a logical order, moving from general information to 
specifics. 

• Consistent Formatting: Use consistent formatting (fonts, bullet points, numbering) throughout 
the handbook for ease of reading. 

Proper organization helps create a smoother reading experience.

Content Development

4.1 Mission and Values

Establishing the foundation of the organization:

• Mission Statement: Clearly articulate the organization’s mission and vision to align volunteers 
with its goals. 

• Core Values: Highlight the core values that guide the organization, fostering a shared identity 
among volunteers. 

Including this information encourages a strong connection between volunteers and the organization.



4.2 Volunteer Policies and Procedures

Detailing rules and regulations:

• Code of Conduct: Outline expected behavior, including professionalism, respect, and 
confidentiality. 

• Attendance Policies: Specify expectations around attendance, scheduling, and punctuality. 
• Conflict Resolution: Provide guidelines for addressing conflicts or grievances within the 

organization. 

Clear policies help maintain professionalism and accountability among volunteers.

4.3 Roles and Responsibilities

Clarifying what is expected of volunteers:

• Position Descriptions: Include detailed descriptions of various volunteer roles, outlining key 
responsibilities. 

• Goal Setting: Encourage volunteers to set personal goals aligned with their roles to enhance 
motivation. 

Clearly defined roles reduce ambiguity and ensure volunteers know what is expected of them.

4.4 Training and Development

Opportunities for growth and learning:

• Orientation Programs: Describe the structure and content of orientation sessions. 
• Ongoing Training: Highlight opportunities for continued education or skill development, such as 

workshops or webinars. 
• Mentorship Programs: Consider establishing mentorship opportunities for experienced 

volunteers to guide newcomers. 

Providing training resources empowers volunteers and promotes skill enhancement.

4.5 Health and Safety Guidelines

Prioritizing volunteer wellbeing:

• Emergency Procedures: Provide clear emergency protocols, including evacuation routes and 
contact information for emergencies. 

• Health Guidelines: Outline any health measures or precautions relevant to the volunteer 
environment. 

• Reporting Incidents: Inform volunteers of the procedure for reporting accidents or unsafe 
conditions. 

Safety considerations foster a secure environment for volunteers.

4.6 Communication Protocols

Facilitating effective communication:

• Point of Contact: Identify who volunteers should reach out to for questions or support. 
• Communication Channels: Specify preferred communication methods (email, phone, messaging 

apps). 
• Feedback Mechanisms: Encourage two-way communication by providing avenues for volunteers 

to share feedback and ideas. 



Clear communication protocols enhance collaboration and engagement.

Designing the Handbook

5.1 Visual Layout

An appealing visual layout enhances readability:

• Consistent Branding: Incorporate the organization’s branding elements, such as logos and color 
schemes. 

• Visual Hierarchy: Use headings, subheadings, and bullet points to create a visually appealing 
hierarchy. 

• Graphics and Images: Include relevant graphics, charts, or images to break up text and illustrate 
key points. 

A well-designed handbook captivates readers and makes information easier to digest.

5.2 Accessibility Considerations

Ensuring accessibility for all volunteers:

• Font Size and Style: Use legible fonts and appropriate sizes to enhance readability. 
• Alternative Formats: Consider offering the handbook in different formats (print, PDF, audio) to 

accommodate diverse needs. 
• Language Options: Provide translation services if your volunteer base speaks multiple languages. 

Accessibility considerations demonstrate inclusivity and consideration for all potential volunteers.

5.3 Using Plain Language

Simplifying language for clarity:

• Avoid Jargon: Use straightforward language free from complex jargon to ensure understanding. 
• Short Sentences: Employ short sentences and clear phrases to enhance comprehension. 
• Define Terms: If technical terms must be used, provide definitions or explanations. 

Using plain language creates an inclusive atmosphere where all volunteers can easily grasp the 
information.

Review and Feedback

6.1 Involving Stakeholders

Involve key stakeholders in the review process:

• Internal Review: Have staff review the handbook for accuracy and completeness before 
finalization. 

• Volunteer Input: Gather input from current volunteers regarding content, clarity, and usability. 

Collaboration during the review process enriches the handbook and strengthens buy-in from stakeholders.

6.2 Testing with Volunteers

Pilot testing the handbook with a small group:

• Focus Groups: Conduct focus groups to gather feedback on the handbook’s content and design. 
• Trial Runs: Implement trial runs using the handbook during orientation sessions to identify areas 



for improvement. 

Testing ensures that the handbook meets the practical needs of volunteers.

Implementing the Handbook

7.1 Orientation Sessions

Incorporating the handbook into orientation:

• Distribute Copies: Provide printed or digital copies of the handbook to all new volunteers during 
orientation. 

• Guided Walkthrough: Conduct a guided walkthrough of the handbook’s key sections to 
familiarize volunteers with its content. 

• Interactive Elements: Incorporate interactive elements, such as quizzes or discussions, to engage 
participants during orientation. 

Using the handbook actively during orientation reinforces its importance.

7.2 Continuous Updates

Keeping the handbook relevant:

• Regular Reviews: Schedule regular reviews of the handbook to update policies, procedures, or 
contact information. 

• Solicit Ongoing Feedback: Encourage ongoing feedback from volunteers to identify content 
needing updates or improvements. 

Regular updates ensure that the handbook remains a trustworthy resource for volunteers.

Case Studies: Successful Volunteer Handbooks

Case Study 1: Animal Shelter

An animal shelter developed a volunteer handbook focusing on animal care procedures and policies. The 
handbook included role-specific sections detailing responsibilities for dog walkers, cat socializers, and 
event volunteers. After implementing the handbook, the shelter saw a significant increase in volunteer 
retention and satisfaction rates, as new volunteers felt better prepared for their roles.

Case Study 2: Food Bank

A food bank created a comprehensive volunteer handbook that outlined food safety protocols, sorting 
procedures, and client interaction guidelines. They involved seasoned volunteers in the review process, 
ensuring the handbook reflected real-world experiences. Post-implementation surveys indicated that new 
volunteers felt more confident and engaged, leading to improved service delivery during busy distribution 
days.

These case studies highlight the effectiveness of well-designed volunteer handbooks in enhancing 
volunteer experiences and improving organizational outcomes.

Conclusion
Designing a volunteer handbook for orientation is a critical step in welcoming and empowering 
volunteers. By understanding the purpose of the handbook, identifying the audience, structuring content 
logically, and focusing on clear communication, organizations can create a valuable resource that 



supports volunteers in their roles.

A thoughtfully prepared handbook enhances the orientation experience, equips volunteers with necessary 
information, and fosters a sense of belonging within the organization. Continual evaluation and updates 
ensure that the handbook stays relevant, paving the way for a successful and engaged volunteer 
workforce. Investing time in designing an effective volunteer handbook ultimately leads to stronger 
relationships and greater impact within the community.
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