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Competencies for Effective Volunteer Leadership
Contrary to popular belief, leaders aren’t born. While some people have certain natural abilities and innate talents that predispose them to developing into a leader, leadership can be learned and nurtured. For largely volunteer organizations like the AAF, developing leaders and leadership skills is a critical component of our future growth and success.

To help you identify, develop and support the future leaders of the AAF, there are ten critical competency areas that you should look for in potential leaders. The relevance and importance of each competency area depends on the task at hand and the person’s role in a particular effort; however, each area calls for developing a specific set of skills that, when taken together, provide the basic tools necessary for volunteer leaders to succeed in their roles as champions of your organization’s initiatives and strategic objectives.

1. Envisioning: This competency calls for the ability to create a powerful image of a better future. Leaders have to believe in an alternative positive future and be able to set a clear personal vision to guide and direct work. To be effective in this area, leaders also need skills that motivate and lead others through a collective vision.

2. Planning and Organizing: To be effective, leaders must be able to focus on problems, and they must know how to find solutions to resolve them. Leaders must have the ability to develop goals and action steps to address needs and opportunities. This area calls for the ability to carry out plans and to follow-through on promises.

3. Motivating and Mobilizing: Effective volunteer leaders seek to understand people’s needs and motivations. They value their unique strengths and assets. To be truly effective, leaders must have the ability to inspire and mobilize others to participate in organizational activities.

4. Managing: This competency area calls for leaders to gather and disseminate information to meet a goal. Effective leaders provide guidance and direction to people in their charge and have the ability to develop the necessary systems and protocols to achieve results.

5. Communicating: The ability to listen to constituents’ and team members’ needs and desires is a critical skill for leaders. Effective leaders exercise diplomacy and share information freely. They have the ability to communicate and advocate for stakeholders needs.

6. Facilitating: This area calls for the ability to build consensus and find solutions through group processes. Effective leaders convene, empower, and enable stakeholders and help them embrace change. They have the skill to mediate and resolve conflicts.

7. Mentoring: Effective leaders are role models for current and emerging leaders. This competency area calls for leaders to empower others to lead; but it also calls for the ability and openness to seek mentors and to be coached.

8. Decision Making: Effective leaders can analyze situations, and they can take a stand on issues to make them effective advocates for the community. The abilities to make decisions that are in the best interest of the community and to engage stakeholders effectively in collective decision making processes are critical competency areas for leaders.

9. Partnering and Collaborating: This area calls for the ability to develop and strengthen internal and external relationships within the community and in organizations. Effective leaders have the skills to build a shared vision to achieve mutual goals. They value, respect, and acknowledge differences.

10. Learning: Effective leaders are curious, vigilant, and forward thinking. They are committed to continuous learning and personal growth and have the ability to help others learn and grow.


Developing Future Leaders
Understanding the critical role leadership plays in our clubs and in the success of club initiatives, we have an opportunity, if not a mandate, to not only start thinking about volunteers as leaders, but also to create the opportunities to foster and nurture new and emerging volunteer leaders.

With some forethought and effective planning, we can build and strengthen leadership among our volunteers through existing programs and infrastructure. The experiences and knowledge of future leaders and volunteers can be strengthened and leveraged when we provide opportunities for them to grow and build skills by asking them to take on new responsibilities and by providing access to training, coaching, mentoring, and other leadership development interventions.

Project-based leadership development is one functional approach that volunteer organizations can take to help develop future leaders.

As we all know, organizations like ours rely on volunteers to provide services and meet particular needs through their involvement in projects. The project-based approach to volunteer leadership development calls for engaging and developing volunteers as leaders through their engagement in existing or new projects and initiatives.

We have a great opportunity to strengthen the leadership capacity of existing volunteers by creating opportunities for them to take on leadership responsibilities. The project-based approach not only builds the skills of the future leader, but can also be a catalyst for increasing ownership of a program. In this approach potential leaders are not just the doers, but also set objectives, make plans, and mobilize resources to achieve project goals in a timely manner.

This approach calls for clarifying the roles, responsibilities, and expectations of volunteers including the time commitment asked of them and the authority of they have to make decisions about project directions and organizational resources. It is also vital to identify core competencies and skills necessary for the task at hand to ensure that the potential leader successful in their endeavor. Based on this model, the organization should have to have a clear plan and commitment to train, orient, and support volunteer leaders.

Organizations that commit to this process will benefit by working in a framework of a five-step leadership development cycle:

1. Identify existing and potential leaders
2. Recruit volunteers to participate in specific programs
3. Train, orient and develop skills of volunteer leaders
4. Place leaders in roles that meet their strengths and interests
5. Support leaders in an ongoing basis

While identifying existing and potential volunteer leaders might seem like a simple task, this first step is one of the most critical. Like other volunteers, volunteer leaders also have to contend with challenges in getting involved. Time is always a scarce commodity, especially in an industry such as ours. Additionally, volunteers may already be active in other organizations that compete for their limited time resources. 

Recruiting emerging leaders and volunteers calls for understanding these prior obligations and challenges, as well as addressing the motivations and priorities of these individuals. Training and personal development are also critical in the leadership development cycle. The opportunity to grow skills can also be some of the most effective incentives for volunteer leaders. 

That being said, except for some task specific skills that might be required for a particular project, the basic competencies and skills required for effective volunteer leadership are similar across the board. To build effective leaders, training has to be ongoing and can include one-time workshops, mentoring, coaching, and support in the form of effective practices, and other learning opportunities.
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