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Volunteer Management at Back to Nature Wildlife 
Refuge:
This comprehensive course provides an in -depth look at 
effective volunteer management strategies tailored to 
the needs of wildlife organizations. Key topics include 
creating impactful internship programs, developing 
successful recruitment initiatives, and optimizing volunteer 
scheduling for seamless operations. Participants will also gain 
essential skills in volunteer training to ensure consistency, 
professionalism, and engagement across all roles. Whether 
you're new to volunteer coordination or looking to refine your 
approach, this class offers the tools and knowledge to build 
and maintain a dedicated and well -trained volunteer team.



Bˁack story on how our program startedé
ˁ2002- I walked in to the refuge; no calling or emailing back then(!), I saw a tired employee and ask to fill out an 

application. I then immediately received an orientation date. We started training after orientation same day. 

However there was no schedule required or weekly/monthly minimum. You just said bye when you felt done 

(you decide) and show up again when you feel like it-any day, anytime. I did this for 3 ½ years.  

ˁ2006-Now Iôm the tired employee.. No clue who was showing up everyday to help, 200 animals in my sole care 

many days, older volunteers who wouldnôt acknowledge me, just take care of specific routine animals and leave 

without saying bye. Others were community service workers who needed hours for the crime they committed, 

and the rare few people who did show up that were genuinely happy to be there, well, they had no direction 

regarding scheduling so they were always this lovely surprise! 

ˁWhere it changed- 2006-I brought up taking over the volunteer management so I could revamp the process. It 

began with collecting applications from folks who brought animals in-our main form of recruitment. Instead of 

accepting them on the spot like we would desperately do, I gave short phone interviews for all applicants and 

created schedules. I created a MySpace (!) page for the organization using all the photos I had taken over the 

years as a volunteer. Without much trying, we gained over 4k in followers in a couple years which in turn gave 

us exposure (a breakthrough for 2006!).  Through lots of trial and error, we started to fill in our days with 4-8 

people consistently. Many were externs from a small vet tech school that had approached us for hours and 

experience for the students, community service workers (who had new parameters set), and some original 

volunteers that continued to come-though mostly grandfathered in to the old rules of scheduling. 

ˁThe intention: to create demand for a place that I personally felt was a gem that someone would be grateful to 

work at (as I was). 

ˁ2008-2009- I was approached by a UCF advisor who asked why we didnôt offer internships for UCF students... 

And with his guidance, I was able to create our internship programé



So, how do we make a successful program 
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1ˁ. Ask yourself, what do we need most?

ˁ i.e. Animal Care, cleaning and laundry, grounds maintenance, baby feeders, marketing and 

social media, bookkeeping, board members, fundraiser help etc

ˁ .Prioritize your needs and start at the top, one by one filling the positions-take your time 

create it slowly if youôre doing this alone.

2ˁ. How do you find that help?

ˁWord of mouth, take a moment to chat with your animal intake citizens, use social media 

and target marketing to promote the mission and opportunities, website posts, emailers, 

contact local schools-both high schools and colleges (esp. the science and career services 

depts.), LinkedIn postings, etc.

o If youôre a licensed non-profit, post a listing via VolunteerMatch, or 15 other sites you can 

google *I do not however, have personal experience with these sites

o 3. Create a program that has parameters, structure, formalities, rules, and rewards (that you can 

uphold).



Advertising Your Program

ˁCreate a description (or graphic) of your organizationôs mission, needs, and volunteer opportunities.

ˁBe sure your contact info is streamlined; specify how you want them to contact you. Post the minimum 

requirements. Be sure to add any specific information that you feel best clarifies what youôre looking for. 

Á Age minimum

Á Commitment minimum (shift times, hourly minimum, weekly or monthly minimum, etc

Á Positions available to volunteering-specify what is being offered

Á Preferences such as back ground checks, application fee, uniform requirement, vaccinations 

needed, etc.

ˁ Save yourself time by not being vague while also doing your best to *invite* interested applicants.

ˁInclude a response time ïso applicants are aware of how long they may have to wait for you to contact them. 

ˁHaving a digital application saves time. If you are open to visitors at your facility(education animals), donôt hesitate 

to require them to pay you a visit first.  



Demographics Pros and Cons
ˁ12-17 Restrictions on what they can do regarding safety. 

Parents often want to be or are required to be present. 
Requires careful supervision initially until you get to know them. 
Most often motivated and eager to learn. Can be limited to 
weekends, summers, and shorter shift times.

ˁ18-24 Motivated for job experience purposes, willing to commit 
to consistent long shift scheduling, not often able to commit 
long term.  

ˁ25-40 Challenged with work-life, social life balance, family 
responsibilities, job changes, and often not as reliable weekly. 
Fast learners and can be excellent trainers.

ˁ40-55 Challenged with work-life balance, family responsibilities, 
health interruptions more common. Best to help remotely when 
not able to physically.

ˁ55-80 Looking for social interaction, applying their skills, though 
often limited physically. Many enjoy niche jobs and routine. 
Most often last the longest.
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ˁDonôt be afraid to be selective but also try not to come off as desperate. DO give opportunities to those who 

you feel can gain from them and understand the mission of your organization. 

ˁKnow yourself and be sure you are the right one to manage the program. Social skills are a must! If youôre 

too busy or not the right fit, recruit someone to assist you with managing the program, or even just a part of 

it such as interviewing, scheduling, or training, etc. 

ˁRead your apps thoroughly ensuring they meet the minimum requirements-request a resume if you prefer. 

Some facilities require application *fees. 

ˁHow to select/approve applicants: phone interviews, zoom orientations, onsite group orientations, in-person 

onsite visit/interview. *Internship applicants are recommended to be thoroughly interviewed. 

ˁCreate interview questions or orientation material (informational and training packets, waivers, etc.)

Iˁf the applicant is not right for your organization, do not feel obligated to hire them. You can give them a 

timeframe to wait for a call back; let them down politely. ñthank you for your time but we do not feel youôre 

the right candidate for our organization.ò You can be vague or detailed, its up to you. 



Interview question examples
-Intro : Please tell me about you.
-Where are you from, where do you live now (in proximity to the facility)?
-How did you hear about us ?
-What do you know about this organization?
-Do you know what species (and in what capacity) we care for and how many animals do you think we 
care for annually? 
-Why do you want to volunteer?  What are you hoping to gain from this experience?   
-Have you visited our facility before?
-Any specific animals you're hoping to gain experience from?
-what form of transportation to you have? *reliability question  
-Do you have access to our volunteer mass communication outlets (currently a facebook  group)?
-Do you have any Allergies?                         
-Have you been vaccinated for Tetanus, in the last 5 years?
-Are you capable of spending 8 hours straight on your feet and working outside in the elements?
-Healthwise, are there any limitations on what you can do, physically?
-Are you comfortable asking questions?
-Can you handle uncooked (raw) meat?                 -Frozen dead animals? (for our Carnivores)
-Are you terrified of any animals? (Phobia)       (bees/spiders/snakes/frogs/insects )
-Are you used to working outside, in the FL weather conditions? (play outdoor sports/yard work)
-Customer Service / retail experience?    * talking to the public regarding intakes and gift shop
-Do you enjoy working with others?                  
-What do you do for fun?
-Tell me something that would bother you in a work -place?











Training

ˁCreate tiered training that allows them to learn at their own pace and also gives them opportunities to move up. Try not to 

ñdangle a carrotò to keep them motivated but do make it clear what it takes to learn certain areas (and if you do not train on 

something, make that clear also).  For example: a training tracking sheet that lists all the areas they can learn and how 

many trainings theyôll need before performing unsupervised. 

ˁCreate a training manual.

ˁInstructional videos can be fun to make with the help of current volunteers.

ˁPost clear and simple signage throughout your work areas as a reminder of accountability.

ˁOrientation and/or group trainings with a deemed (by you) certified employee or volunteer. 

ˁIndividual trainings with fellow volunteers trained in that area. 

ˁProvide constructive criticism and positive reinforcement. 

ˁEngage with them on a personal level while staying focused on the task at hand. 

ˁTry to gauge their learning abilities to avoid overwhelming them. Not everyone can be expected to work at the same pace.

ˁRequire ñcheck outsò/signatures before their shift is over to ensure they didnôt miss anything, and to offer any constructive 

feedback. No one wants to receive a ñhey you left the cage unlockedò text after they left. 





Internships
Iˁnternships can be job specific, long hours, set schedules, with employee -like training. 

Be sure that what you expect from your interns, comes with a benefit to them in return. 

i.e. Recommendation letters, vet school evaluations (VMCAS -Veterinary Medical College 

Application service),  job references, a certificate or verification letter of employment 

upon completion.

Iˁnterns should be held to a higher standard than volunteers but can be trained by 

certified volunteers. 

Bˁe clear about what the program offers and what they will be learning. 

Cˁollege semester schedules(13 -15 weeks), summer programs, 4 -6 month programs, 1 

year, etc.  

Iˁntern programs do not require you to be certified by any official agency. You can offer 

an internship program and the student may be able to receive credit through their 

school career services. 

Tˁo recruit college age interns, it is best to reach out to your closest college or University. 

Speak with a department head to discuss opportunities for the students. Vet tech 

schools may have more specific training guidelines. However, it is a good place to start if 

they allow it. 







Create a Team for All
ˁVolunteers want to feel part of a team; have a purpose. As their leader/mentor make a point to get to know them. 

They look forward to being there so be sure to give them a warm welcome each day.

ˁThank them often and treat them with respect..

ˁCreate a camaraderie, not a click. ñWe are all here with one big thing in common; our love for wildlife and 

conservation.ò All other differences are compliments of each individual. 

ˁEncourage socializing without interfering with tasks and disrupting the rehab. Lunch breaks, separate non animal 

areas like the commissary.

ˁVolunteers have a higher return rate when they genuinely enjoy the people they work with. 

ˁHaving set schedules allows this to happen with ease and social gatherings allow volunteers to get to know the 

entire team. 

ˁñSlowò season socials, dinners, potlucks, bowling night, holiday parties, ñWe survived baby seasonò parties, etc. 

ˁKeep it simple and have help coordinating them. 

ˁFun Statistical Fact: The calculated hourly pay of a volunteer in Florida is roughly $25-29/hr (when you include 

salary, workers comp, health insurance, etc.) 




