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As demand for antibody counseling

and testing has grown, program admin-
istrators at both publicly run and
community-based testing programs
have looked increasingly to volunteers
to compensate for staffing shortfalls.
Volunteers have responded, seeing test
counseling as unique among the many
HIV-related volunteering opportunities
that have been available since the
beginning of the epidemic. This article
examines the potential advantages and
disadvantages of volunteer counseling
programs, sets out the process of
defining responsibilities for volunteers,
and explores the relationships between
paid and volunteer staff members.

Ultimately, deciding whether to
develop a volunteer program requires
balancing benefits and drawbacks as
well as savings and costs. Among the
most important benefits of using
volunteers are that they: assist staff
with large workloads; inject enthusi-
asm into the workplace; are able to
avoid the stresses of full-time work;
and, since they are often drawn from
the community, are able to offer
insights based on grassroots involve-
ment and cultural competence. Among
the drawbacks are that: volunteers may
remain on the job for shorter periods
than paid staff; they may, for several
reasons, be less reliable in terms of
attendance; and they may require
greater coordination and supervision.

The Roles of Volunteers
It is important to clearly establish

and describe the volunteer role. This
description should include a catalog of
the distinctions, if any exist, between
the responsibilities of volunteers and
paid staff, particularly in terms of
accountability, commitment, and ter-
mination. For example: Will screening
criteria for volunteers be different
from criteria for paid staff? If so, how?
Will volunteers be allowed more flexi-
bility in work scheduling than paid
staff? Will performance expectations of
volunteer and paid staff be the same?
Will volunteers be considered for paid
positions that become available?

Among the topics volunteer coordi-
nators should discuss with volunteer
counselors both during screening and

on an ongoing basis are responsibili-
ties, qualifications, motivations, limita-
tions and benefits, burnout, discipline
and termination, and legal issues.

Responsibilities. When volunteers
have the same level of counseling
experience and skills as paid staff,
they may be able to assume, soon
after training, many of the same coun-
seling duties. For most volunteers,
however, responsibilities may come
more slowly. It may be useful for
volunteers to perform a variety of test
site duties for the first six months of
their commitment, and then to spend
several months offering pre-test coun-
seling before beginning post-test
counseling. It is important for volun-
teers to progress in this sequence at a
pace that is comfortable for them, and
for supervisors to closely monitor a
volunteer’s work, for instance by peri-
odically, and with appropriate client
consent, sitting in on counseling
sessions.

At some test sites, volunteers
provide post-test counseling for both
antibody positive and negative clients.
Other sites restrict volunteers to
counseling only seronegative clients,
a practice that some believe sends a
signal that counseling seronegative
clients is less important. In addition,
this practice may create a situation in
which people waiting for results can
guess the results of individuals based
on which counselor gives that person
the result. Decisions in this area
should be based less on a defined
policy than on an evaluation of each
volunteer’s abilities.

Qualifications. Supervisors need to
determine whether volunteers will be
held to the same qualifications as paid
staff, and, if not, to set forth qualifica-
tions volunteer staff must meet. Some
qualifications, such as a weekly time
commitment or a period of service,
should be clearly defined. Other require-
ments, such as previous counseling
experience, education, or licensure, may
apply more to paid staff. Many qualifica-
tions, for instance, communication
skills—the abilities to listen, to be sup-
portive rather than directive, and to
convey messages simply—are necessary
for both volunteers and paid staff.

Motivation. Ask volunteers about
their motivations for providing test
counseling services. This will help in
developing an understanding of what
they are seeking and what they are
willing to offer. It is often easiest to
work with volunteers who have clearly
expressed motivations, because they
come with specific goals.

Volunteers may identify altruism as
their motivation. In most cases, how-
ever, this speaks to a general desire
but not to qualities related to ongoing
commitment to the particular job and
its demands. Because altruism is an
unselfish concern, it does not take
into account a person’s own needs
and boundaries, which will eventually
surface. Attempt to understand what
underlies general altruistic desires.

It is helpful to uncover specific
motivations, for example, the desires
to give back to a supportive communi-
ty, to learn more about the field of
counseling work, and to help others,
and the need to provide counseling to
meet academic requirements.

Volunteers may express motiva-
tions that are based on unrealistic
expectations or that are inappropriate
for test site counselors. For instance,
volunteers may be motivated by per-
sonal wishes to make sure people
engage only in safer sex, an expecta-
tion that may rob clients of their
autonomy and lead to disappointment
for volunteers. They may also believe
that their volunteer position will lead
to a job as a paid counselor, an expec-
tation that may be unrealistic. 

Benefits and Limitations. One of the
greatest benefits test sites offer vol-
unteers is the feeling that they are
making a valuable contribution in
providing HIV-related services. Addi-
tional enhancements include receiving
feedback through supervision and
workshops, and social support, includ-
ing social programs, where volunteer
counselors are recognized for their
work and can meet with others. The
greatest benefit to both the test site
and the volunteer comes when the
volunteer position can meet a per-
son’s professional or personal goals.

Volunteer dissatisfaction often
occurs when volunteers no longer
find the job meets their expectations
and desires. To avoid this, supervi-
sors should clearly communicate the
limitations of volunteer opportunities.
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Determine what professional or social
opportunities, such as trainings and social
gatherings, will be offered to volunteers. For
instance, will volunteers be given preferential
consideration when paid jobs become avail-
able? Will volunteers attend the same meetings
as paid staff? Will they attend staff trainings,
consultations, or social activities? Will paid
staff be invited to attend volunteer sessions,
including volunteer social events? It is impor-
tant that volunteers be offered significant
feedback about and affirmation of their work.

Burnout. Discuss the potential for burnout.
Volunteers become more susceptible to burn-
out when their needs from a volunteer com-
mitment are not being met and when they are
not supported in their work.

It is important that volunteers be aware of
their level of stress. In the absence of related
counseling experience or anticipation of poten-
tial job stresses, volunteers may be more likely
than paid staff to be overwhelmed by experi-
ences like delivering a positive test result or
patiently working with a client who does not
want to change sexual behaviors. 

Many volunteers, like paid staff, are suscep-
tible to burnout because they overextend
themselves. In their enthusiasm, they may
work many hours a week. When their enthusi-
asm eventually wanes, so might their commit-
ment. Such feelings of being burned out may
lead volunteers more readily than paid staff to
leave a test counseling position, largely be-
cause volunteers are not economically depen-
dent on the work. 

Discipline and Termination. Make clear, both
orally and in writing, the standards by which
volunteers will be judged. Explain specific
activities, such as those related to missing a
work shift or using substances, that may lead
to discipline or termination, and explain the
disciplinary process. State whether volunteers
are held to the same standards as paid staff.
Supervisors may choose to allow more flexibil-
ity to volunteers. For instance, a volunteer
may be allowed to miss a certain number of
work shifts if he or she finds another volun-
teer as a replacement.

Written evaluations of job performance hold
significant value for paid staff. While evalua-
tions may be less crucial for volunteers, the
formality of a written evaluation is a useful
way to convey the importance of the volun-
teer’s contribution, create a record of their
effectiveness, and ensure that they are held to
agreed-upon standards.

Legal Issues. Organizations are legally re-
sponsible for training, monitoring, and super-
vising volunteers. Providing volunteers the
same access to trainings as paid staff is gener-
ally considered to meet this need. Organiza-
tions with volunteers are advised by legal
experts to develop and publish guidelines and
standards for volunteer training, monitoring,
and supervision, and to include volunteers on
agency liability insurance policies. It is impor-
tant that site supervisors educate volunteers
on legal duties, such as the duty to warn, in
the same ways that they educate paid staff.

The Mix of Paid and Volunteer Staff
Paid staff may see the presence of volun-

teers as a relief from an overwhelming work-
load, and a positive morale boost to the test
site. Volunteer staff, for their part, may view
paid staff as respected professionals who can
educate volunteers. 

This ideal response, however, does not
always occur. For instance, paid staff may
believe that they will be replaced by inexpen-
sive volunteers, particularly when volunteers
perform well. They may feel the value of their
professional skill is being questioned when
volunteers perform similar functions. Paid
staff also may resent the fact that volunteers
receive additional supervision or consultation
or more frequent affirmations.

Volunteers may grow to believe that they
should be paid for their work if others are paid
to perform the same functions. In addition,
volunteers may resent the fact that staff are
paid for a job that members of the community
are willing to perform for free.

To avoid or deal with such feelings when
they arise, supervisors should encourage open
communication between volunteer and paid
staff and with supervisors. At one test site, paid
staff initially perceived volunteers as unwel-
come replacements for relief staff, with whom
paid staff had worked closely for years. When
supervisors explained that funding was no
longer available for relief staff and that, in the
absence of volunteers, services would be cut,
paid staff adjusted to the new relationships. 

It is not easy to resolve feelings among paid
staff that their jobs are threatened by volun-
teers. HIV antibody test counselors may already
feel frustrated by a variety of factors related to
funding, workload, or working conditions. Ex-
pressing resentment regarding the presence of
volunteers may be a convenient way to dis-
close these frustrations.

Make clear to staff that the needs of each
group are equally important. To deal with
resentments that may develop, volunteer
supervisors and program coordinators need to
have an active presence in introducing and
integrating paid and volunteer staff.

So that feelings can be heard and expressed
by members of each group, meet with paid and
volunteer staff separately to discuss issues
related to their status as either paid or volun-
teer staff. Be aware of frictions that may devel-
op in the workplace, and intervene and mediate
when they occur.

To ensure the smooth running of volunteer
programs, administrators should consider
empowering “volunteer coordinators” to advo-
cate for volunteers, mediate between volun-
teers and paid staff, and communicate agency
policy and decisions regarding volunteers. 

Conclusion
Volunteer programs may be a solution to

financial challenges. In implementing programs,
however, failure to plan for the special needs of
volunteers or to create a structure into which
they will fit will lead to an unsuccessful program.
Using the criteria discussed above, on the other
hand, will strengthen the planning process and
enable the effective use of volunteers.
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DID YOU KNOW?
FREE searchable archive

You can access a FREE searchable archive of  
back issues of this publication online! Visit  
http://www.ucsf-ahp.org/HTML2/archivesearch.html.

You can also receive this and other AHP journals  
FREE, at the moment of publication, by becoming  
an e-subscriber. Visit http://ucsf-ahp.org/epubs_
registration.php for more information and to register!
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