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All of NCSEA’s committees are composed of, and led by, dedicated volunteers.  Without their 
commitment, NCSEA would not be able to continue to grow and serve the structural engineering 
profession.  Each of NCSEA’s Member Organizations also rely on teams of volunteers to accomplish a 
wide variety of goals.  All of these volunteers are the heart and soul of our joint efforts to improve our 
profession.  Without them, we could not move forward.   
 
I remember reading a book on leadership that stated that that the hardest leadership job of all is that of 
leading a group of volunteers.  I wholeheartedly agree. In order to be effective, a leader in a voluntary 
organization must rely mainly on their power to influence others. The explanation used to explain this 
was that followers in a voluntary organization cannot be forced to get on board.  If the leader has no 
influence with them, they simply won’t follow.  In other organizations, most leadership positions have 
incredible leverage.  In business, bosses have tremendous leverage in the form of salary, benefits, and 
perks.  
  
This power to influence is something each of our organizations deals with in varying degrees.  Some of 
our organizations have Executive Directors and staff that help with these efforts, but they in turn must 
rely on volunteers.  It limits their effectiveness in doing their job if the volunteers aren’t holding up their 
end of the bargain.  Here are some ideas that may help each of our organizations keep our volunteers 
motivated, happy, and moving things in the right direction. These are each simple ideas, but not always 
things we stop and think about.  
 
Understand Them 
Understanding what motivates a particular volunteer will help determine how they can be used most 
effectively.  Some people are motivated by a personal sense of achievement, others by power, some by 
the social aspects of volunteering, and still others simply for the recognition alone.  Getting to know 
someone well enough to know how and where they will best be utilized is well worth the time and 
effort. 
 
Train Them 
Don’t just assume they know everything about the committee or board the minute they start to serve.  
Take the time to explain the past efforts and the goals for the future. 
 
 
 



Listen to Their Ideas 
Make the volunteer feel like you have heard and understand why their idea is important.  You may not 
be able to take action on it immediately, but if they only hear why their ideas can’t be implemented, 
they may stop providing ideas right before the next great thing is revealed. 
 
Get Buy-In 
People will work harder towards a goal that they understand and in which they have a vested interest.  
If they aren’t a part of the process or don’t fully agree with the direction, they will be less likely to 
complete a task (or even start it for that matter).  
 
Set Clear Expectations 
The goals must be reasonable, clear and achievable.  The volunteer should also be a part of the decision 
making process that sets the deadlines for any goals.  If they feel overwhelmed by the amount of time it 
will take, they may avoid it. 
 
Appreciate Them 
Most people love to be recognized for their achievement.  Once they see other people being 
congratulated, they often will work harder.  Others simply want a personal thank-you.  In all cases, 
thanking someone for their efforts will go a long way and help them to stay motivated towards helping 
your organization for the long term. 
 
Be Passionate 
Passion is contagious.  If you are passionate about the goal, others will get excited about it too. 
 
Keep it Fun! 
It goes without saying, but an atmosphere that is positive will go a long way towards keeping people 
motivated.  
 
 


