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Creating a “Volunteers
Welcome” Culture

Create a culture where volunteers are welcome, have fun, get
their needs met, and want to hang out. That’s when volunteers will

stick—and grow in their desire to serve and lead.

If you want volunteers to stick around, you’ve got to create a
culture where people like to hang out. Makes sense, doesn’t it?

And if there’s one place on Earth people love sticking
around, it’s got to be Walt Disney World. If you’ve ever been
there around closing time, you know what I’m talking about.
Parents walk toward the parking lot dragging their kids behind
them. The kids just don’t want to leave…and often the parents
don’t want to leave, either.

My church surprised my family with a trip to Disney World one
time, and I’ll admit that even I was sorry to leave ol’ Walt’s world.

But why? For the average family, a trip to Disney World costs
a fortune. It’s usually crowded. The lines are long. The weather can
be hot. And those barbecued turkey legs are good, but they aren’t
worth what Snow White’s assistants charge at the food carts.

So what’s the appeal? Pixie dust?
Nope—it’s because no matter what you think of the Disney

Company, they’re the masters of creating environments where
it’s fun to hang out. I’m not sure anybody does it better than
those folks.

Let’s see what we can learn from Mickey and his friends.
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First Impressions Count
Here’s what I know with my head: To get into Disney World

you wait in line. You have to buy tickets. Expensive tickets, too.
Plus these days security people poke around in your fanny pack
to see if you’ve got anything dangerous tucked in between the
disposable camera and the peanut butter sandwiches.

You’d think a first impression that requires me to pull out a
credit card and let someone search me would leave a terrible after-
taste. But here’s what I know with my heart: Going to Disney
World is like coming home. People in funny costumes act like
you’re a long-lost cousin and they’ve all been waiting for you.
You’re here! Now the party can start! Somebody strike up the band!

Listen—I know it’s all a matter of hiring and training. I know
those ticket-takers slump off to the employee lounge and com-
plain about their kids and their bunions just like everyone else.
But if you’re a paying customer at Disney World, you’ll never see
workers at rest or hear a complaint. Every employee is out to
make a great first impression.

And their attitude is infectious. For the most part, we paying
customers forget how much it cost us to walk in the door. We
forget our feet hurt. We start to have a wonderful time. What’s
happened is this: We’ve been welcomed. They’ve looked us in
the eye, smiled, and told us they’re glad we’re here. And we
loved it.

Being welcomed—not processed or herded—is rare. And it’s
got huge impact.

If you want to create a place where your volunteers look for-
ward to hanging out, make sure they’re welcomed each time
they walk through the door. What would happen if when your
nursery director slid through the door someone shook her hand
and said, “You’re here! How wonderful! Now the party can start!”

First impressions. They’re worth their weight in gold.
And here’s something else about Disney World: Once you’re

through the gates, you get to be a kid again. The place is flat-out
fun. People like hanging out at fun places. If you want a culture
that’s welcoming to volunteers—make it fun to be there.

I want to suggest four words that sum up how to create a
volunteer-friendly culture: fun, fair, forgiving, and faithful.
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Fun—Make your culture FUN for volunteers.
Here’s a radical concept: Doing ministry with kids can be fun.
For starters, you’ve got lots of kids around, and they’re the

most fun people I know. They’ve got fun wired. They’re always
ready to laugh and play. Plus you have the chance to tell people
about Jesus. That’s one of the most fun things I know. And
finally, you get to work alongside other people who enjoy kids.

What’s not to like? Children’s ministry should be a barrel of
laughs. But sometimes that’s not reality in a ministry.

There are lots of reasons serving in children’s ministry can be
the least fun hours of a volunteer’s week, and four of them are
all too common. I’ll describe them, but not until I tell you the
good news: A wise leader can fix all of them.

1. Leadership sets the wrong tone.
The first reason children’s ministry can be no fun is that lead-

ership can set the wrong tone. This happens when a ministry
leader gathers volunteers around and somberly announces: “Now
listen up. What we’re doing here is the most important thing on
God’s green earth. We’re telling boys and girls about Jesus. Don’t
go messing up because God’s watching. He knows if your hearts
are right about this. He knows if you’ve been praying and prepar-
ing your lessons early. You’re being held eternally responsible
before God for what you say and do, so don’t disappoint God…or
else. Keep the kids in line and don’t make mistakes.”

Quite the pep talk, isn’t it?
The thing is, a leader who delivers a message like that isn’t

far off the mark. God does know our hearts. He does hold teach-
ers responsible for their actions and words. There’s nothing
wrong with that speech except this: attitude.

The tone we need to set is this: We take what we do seriously,
but we don’t take ourselves too seriously.

Here’s the same talk delivered with what I think is a health-
ier attitude…

“Everybody, gather ’round. What a privilege we have today
to tell boys and girls about Jesus. You’ve prepared your lessons,
prayed for wisdom, and in a few minutes kids will arrive and
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something wonderful will happen: God will use you. It’s a won-
derful opportunity for both you and the kids, so let’s thank God
for all the good things that are about to happen. Let’s hear some
laughter and let’s have fun.”

See the difference? The second pep talk focuses volunteers on
anticipating what God’s going to do. It’s not all about us—how
well we’ve prepared, how prayed up we are, how well we do at
not messing up. Are those things important? Yes, but we’re not
the most important part of what happens in the classroom, reg-
istration area, or bus ministry—God is. We’re along for the ride.

When we prepare hard and pray hard and then make room
for cooperating with God’s purposes—there’s nothing more fun
than that. Volunteers want to have fun. Is the tone of your min-
istry a fun one? Do you and the volunteers laugh a lot?

2. There’s unresolved conflict.
The second reason children’s ministry is often a downer is

that it’s no fun volunteering in a place where there’s tension and
hurt feelings.

Maybe two volunteers can’t get along. Or someone’s nursing
a grudge. Or you initiated a new policy that didn’t sit right with
someone. Whatever it is, deal directly with what’s causing con-
flict and unrest.

If you don’t, that stress will not only affect the volunteers
directly involved but also the volunteers around them. People talk,
but seldom to someone who can fix the problem. Let conflict stew
long enough and even the kids will sense something is wrong.

As a ministry leader, it’s your job to confront situations and
resolve them. A problem between people is like a problem with
plumbing: neither one usually gets better by itself.

3. Volunteers are in the wrong job.
There’s nothing fun about failing or doing a job that’s boring

or a bad fit. And if we don’t place volunteers in the right spot,
that’s what happens. In this book I’ll tell you how our church
makes sure we get volunteers into the right jobs. But here’s a quick
tip you can take to the bank: At my church, we don’t actively
recruit professional educators as Sunday school teachers.

“But Brother Jim,” you’re saying, “aren’t they the best possible
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Sunday school teachers? After all, they teach all week long!”
Exactly. That’s why I don’t want them on Sunday morning.

They’ve been teaching all week, and the last thing they want to
do is face another room full of kids. They’re good at it, but
they’re tuckered out.

I promise professional educators I’ll never ask them to serve in
Sunday school if they’ll give me one week in the summer to help
out at vacation Bible school. That’s when educators are fresh and
can give you their best. The result is that I’ve got enthusiastic teach-
ers on Sunday and at VBS. Everybody wins. Don’t get me wrong. I
have wonderful professional educators helping in my children’s
ministry, but those who do are the exception, not the norm.

It’s no fun getting stuck in the wrong job. Don’t let that
happen to your folks.

4. Volunteers are saddled with too big a job.
The fourth reason volunteering in children’s ministry may

turn out to be no fun is that most churches don’t want just
teachers…they want super teachers.

They want teachers who can leap over tall craft projects in a
single bound. Who are faster than a speeding preschooler. Who
can teach, fix snacks, lead music, and do it all with a smile.

For most volunteers, that’s too big of a job. Maybe they’re
great at delivering lessons, but they can’t glue two craft sticks
together. Maybe they’re great at follow-up, but their idea of lead-
ing music is playing the CD and humming along.

When we give volunteers too much to do—or give them jobs
they can’t accomplish with excellence—we suck the fun right
out of the experience. When volunteers fail, it’s no fun for the
volunteer, the kids, or you.

I’ll tell you about how to create realistic job descriptions in
Chapter 6.

Fair—Make your culture FAIR for 
volunteers.

One thing about Disney World—it’s fair. Everybody stands in
line. It doesn’t matter if you’re the president of your company or
the janitor—you’ll shuffle back and forth on your way to the
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roller coaster. With a little preplanning you can “fast pass” your
way to a shorter line, but it’s still a line.

When a culture is fair, that means everyone plays by the
same rules. Everybody knows what to expect. There’s no
favoritism. Most businesses operate that way because they have
to; they can be sued if they discriminate. But churches often fall
short when it comes to being fair.

That’s surprising, because there’s nothing more fair than the
kingdom of God. Jesus came and died for everyone. Everyone is a
sinner. Everyone has to be reconciled to God the same way—
through Jesus Christ. The ground is completely level at the foot
of the Cross.

But in church we sometimes play favorites. We give special
privileges to volunteers who think like we think or who tell us
what we want to hear.

Listen—that’s no good. It builds resentment and hurts your
program. Play favorites and you’ll lose good people.

Now that’s not to say you should treat every volunteer the
same way. Jesus didn’t treat his followers all the same. All were
loved, all were used, and all were called…but there was an inner
circle that got extra attention. When Jesus explained a parable,
he took just his disciples aside to hear the inside scoop.

This principle applies to you in your church ministry, too.
You pour your life into a small circle of volunteers who pour
their lives into more circles. All your volunteers get what they
need, but they don’t all get it straight from you.

Everyone gets trained, discipled, and evaluated—that’s just
fair. But you don’t do it all—and that’s just smart. Here are
three things to put in place to make sure your church culture is
fair when it comes to volunteer-welcoming.

1. Set clear guidelines and expectations.
I’ll tell you how to go about establishing policies and proce-

dures in Chapter 8, but let me say this now: Being clear about
your expectations always pays off.

If you expect certain behaviors, say so right up front. Remind
people. And if people fall short, call them on it. Make an excep-
tion if you have to, but call it an exception. Be fair.
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2. Set standards.
Everybody knows someone who got a job because she was the

boss’s niece. When an unqualified person gets a job, it’s not only
unfair, it keeps a qualified person from landing the position.

Don’t let this happen in your ministry. When you ask God to
send you volunteers, don’t settle for just any warm body. Set
standards and hold to them. Otherwise, good, qualified people
won’t be drawn to your ministry, and you won’t have a spot
open for them if they do come.

3. Avoid competition.
What does it take to get promoted in your outfit? Longevity?

Completing training? Does a volunteer who’s been in a job for
twenty years have to die to make room for someone else?

Here’s the thing: When people compete, they can get mean.
Competition brings out our best—and our worst. I don’t think
anybody will deliberately push Wanda off a cliff to move her out
of the nursery supervisor spot, but someone might bad-mouth
her or fail to mention something good she did that was above
and beyond the call of duty.

Later on I’ll encourage you to address how people get pro-
moted in your policies and procedures. Do that—it’s just fair to
be open about it.

Forgiving—Make your culture FORGIVING for
volunteers.

I’m just sorry my mama didn’t make it to Disney World
when I was a boy so she could learn how to be a forgiving house-
keeper. Try this the next time you’re at Disney World: Drop
something messy on the ground and spread it around with your
foot. Then stand there with your arms crossed. Inside a few min-
utes, a smiling, bright-eyed groundskeeper will show up with a
whisk broom and clean it up. No yelling. No nasty looks. No
throwing you out of the park.

Now if I’d done that when I was a boy, my mama would have
shown up right away too—but she wouldn’t have been smiling.
And she wouldn’t have been carrying a whisk broom.

If you want to see a lifestyle of forgiveness in action, watch
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the characters wandering around Disney World. Goofy will give
you a hug and pose for a picture whether you’re clean or dirty,
tall or small, smiling or frowning. What the actors who wear the
costumes talk about backstage I don’t know, but when they’re
with the public, they’ll forgive just about anything.

How forgiving and tolerant is your ministry with volunteers?
How many times can someone mess up and still be welcome?
Now I’m not talking about doing something terrible like abusing
a child. There’s no room for tolerance when it comes to that—
there’ll be forgiveness, but also consequences. I’m talking about
everyday mistakes people tend to make.

If you want volunteers to stick, they’ve got to know you’re
forgiving. Because they already know they’re likely to need 
forgiveness now and then.

Here are three ways to create a forgiving culture.

1. Be gracious.
Extend the same grace to others that you’ve received.
When you first started in children’s ministry, you didn’t

know how to deliver a children’s sermon, either. You made all
the mistakes that you’re watching your volunteers make. So
come alongside them, put a hand on their shoulders, and train
them. And be gentle as you do it.

2. Share stories about your own failures.
Some of your volunteers think that just because you’re a

ministry leader, you float to the breakfast table and tell the
cereal, “Let there be milk,” and the Rice Krispies start snapping
away like crazy.

Listen—you know that’s not true. So don’t let your volun-
teers believe things like that about you. Tell them about that
time you were making balloon animals and got something
wrong, and you managed to make a sculpture that was way
inappropriate. Or the time you couldn’t get the curtains open
on the puppet stage. Or how you managed to forget a meeting
and left twenty parents sitting in a room without a leader.

Stories like that tell your team you understand messing up.
And while you don’t encourage mistakes, it’s not the end of the
world.
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3. Have a sense of humor.
All wasn’t lost when the bus driver accidentally backed into

the senior pastor’s new car, right? The church won’t close down
because your nursery team leader forgot to take out the dirty
diapers after Wednesday night’s service. So don’t act like those
situations are the worst thing that’s ever happened.

Look at it this way: After that nursery supervisor has to take
care of the mess on Sunday morning and air out the room, that’s
a mistake she’ll never make again, guaranteed. Buy her an air
freshener, a couple of nose plugs, and a card telling her you’re
glad she’s on the team. Let her know you forgive her.

Be forgiving and that’s what will come back to you—again
and again.

Faithful—Make your culture FAITHFUL for
volunteers.

A faithful culture is one where volunteers trust their leaders.
It’s where volunteers know leaders have the volunteers’ best
interests at heart. The children’s pastor isn’t going to burn out
volunteers to get a program off the ground. Too many times vol-
unteers have to take what they’re told with a grain of salt. With
a tablespoon of salt!

“Don’t worry, there won’t be more than a few kids in the
nursery” turns into thirty bawling babies and too few staff.

“Little Brian is a handful, but you’ll do fine” doesn’t make
clear that Brian is so active his parents nicknamed him “Bruiser.”
And he’s bringing his little buddy, “Timmy the Terror,” to class
with him.

Can your staff trust you? Have you given them reason to trust
you?

Here are four ways to establish a faithful environment for
your volunteers.

1. Deliver what you promise.
Here’s where I think Disney World falls down a little bit. Dis-

ney World calls itself “the happiest place on earth.” That’s one
big claim, and for at least a few families who misplace a child for
an hour or so, or who have to stand in a particularly slow line,
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it’s not a happy place at all. It’s a stressful place. It’s a place they
wish they’d never seen.

But you can’t fault the Disney folks for trying to deliver
whatever it takes to let guests have a good time.

Unfortunately, we often fail at doing whatever it takes to
make sure our volunteers have a great time. We forget to follow
through. We don’t tell them what to expect. We overpromise or
underdeliver.

Be sure you do what you say you’ll do, when you say you’ll do
it. Do that nine times in a row and your people will forgive you
when you blow it on number ten. They already know you’re
imperfect—you won’t shock them.

2. Give credit where credit is due.
Ask yourself, “If my entire team of volunteers quit today,

how would things go next Sunday?” At Church On The Move,
we’d melt down in a heartbeat. If you come visit us some Sun-
day and you leave thinking, “That Brother Jim has things nailed
down. This place is just humming along so smoothly,” you’ve
made a mistake. I’m glad you had a great experience, but you
shouldn’t be thanking me.

I’m not the one who showed you to a parking spot or helped
you check your kids into our children’s ministry program. I
didn’t teach the lesson. I didn’t serve the snacks.

All of that happened because of excellent, well-trained vol-
unteers who are serving out of their passion, skills, and
strengths. And if you catch me in person with your compliment,
I’ll redirect you to those people.

Did I have something to do with getting those people in
place and ready for you and your kids? I sure did…but that’s
backstage stuff. You thank them and I’ll feel thanked enough.

3. Use your magic words.
My mama taught me that there were magic words I was

supposed to use every chance I could: please and thank you. She
was right. They work wonders with volunteers (and with paid
staff, too).

Those words communicate “I see you.” They communicate
“I appreciate you.” They communicate “How about you keep
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coming back to do what you’ve been doing?” So remember
Mama’s advice, and say the magic words—often.

4. Take your culture’s temperature now and then.
Does your church have a volunteer-welcoming culture? It’s

good to know, because slick volunteer recruitment won’t make a
bit of difference if once people sign up they don’t like how you
do business.

Think about Disney World again. Disney spends a fortune on
advertising that it’s a great vacation spot. But if kids bounce
through the gates and all they find is Grumpy the Dwarf and a
couple of lame rides, what’s going to happen?

I’ll tell you: Disney will be out of business in six months. Dis-
appointed people talk, and they talk loudly. It’ll be all over the
Web, all over the news, and for Disney it’ll be all over—period.

People talk about what it’s like to volunteer in your ministry
too. They talk about what the leadership is like, whether it’s fun
to volunteer, and whether they plan on coming back. People are
talking…but what are they saying?

If you want to build long-term Velcro volunteers, you’ve got
to have a culture that encourages people to stick around. You
may think you’ve accomplished that, but what do people in your
church think?

Ask them. On page 20 you’ll find a quick survey to give
your volunteers. Before you distribute it, ask someone you trust
to collect the completed forms, type up a summary, and
destroy the original surveys. That way volunteers can give their
honest opinions anonymously. When you see how your
church’s current culture is evaluated, it might be an eye-
opener.

Your church’s culture will make or break your volunteer pro-
gram. If it’s not fun, fair, forgiving, and faithful, you won’t hang
on to volunteers long. Fall too short of that ideal culture and
not only won’t you have volunteers that stick—you won’t have
volunteers at all.

Is your culture one that welcomes and develops volunteers?
Give the survey a try. See what you learn.
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v o l u n t e e r
e v a l u a t i o n

Date:                  Your volunteer role: 

Name (optional) 

Phone (optional) 

Please rate your volunteer experience by checking one column for each
question:
SD = Strongly Disagree   D = Disagree   A = Agree   SA = Strongly Agree

Fun: How much fun is it to volunteer at our church? SD D A SA

1. I tell friends and family about enjoyable things that 
happen to me in my volunteer role at church.

2. I laugh often when I’m volunteering.

3. I enjoy seeing the people I’ve met through my volunteer
role.

4. I feel I’m in the right volunteer job.

5. My leaders value me and tell me they value me.

6. I have the training to do my volunteer job with excellence.

7. I have the resources to do my volunteer job with 
excellence.

8. I look forward to serving in my volunteer job.

Fair: In your volunteer role are you treated fairly? SD D A SA

9. The person who directs me in my volunteer role plays
favorites among volunteers.

10. The rules I’m expected to obey are clear to me.

11. When I fail to meet a job expectation, I receive coaching
to help me improve.

12. I’m reviewed regularly and receive insight into how I’m
doing in my volunteer role.

13. As a volunteer, my opinion counts.

14. In my volunteer role, I’m treated with respect.
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Forgiving: In your volunteer role are you expected 
to be perfect—or just growing? SD D A SA

15. If I made a mistake that affected the ministry, I’d feel 
comfortable telling my leader about it.

16. The person who directs me in my volunteer role doesn’t
talk about other volunteers’ mistakes in a harsh way or
behind their backs.

17. The person who directs me in my volunteer role has
shared with me something he or she did that wasn’t 
successful. 

18. In the area in which I volunteer, we have a sense of
humor about mistakes that aren’t serious. 

Faithful: How much trust do you have 
in your leaders? SD D A SA

19. The person who directs me in my volunteer role cares for
me personally.

20. I can talk about requests from my leader and be listened to.

21. The person who directs me in my volunteer role keeps
his or her promises.

22. The person who directs me in my volunteer role gives me
credit when I do something that’s appreciated. 

23. The person who directs me in my volunteer role is the
sort of person I’d trust to pay me back if he or she bor-
rowed ten dollars.

24. Overall, I am happy with my experience as a volunteer.

25. If my circumstances allow it, I will continue to volunteer
in the future. 

26. I believe my leader is following God’s direction. 

Permission to photocopy this handout granted for local church use. Copyright © Jim
Wideman. Published in Children’s Ministry Volunteers That Stick by Group Publishing, Inc., 
P.O. Box 481, Loveland, CO 80539. www.grouppublishing.com
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Creating a volunteer-welcoming culture is huge, and you
can’t do it alone. You need to get lots of people on board, espe-
cially people in leadership. Jot down the names of people who
are already making your church’s volunteer culture a place that’s
fun, fair, forgiving, and faithful. Who’s already helping? And
whom do you need to recruit?

You’re on the hook to help out across the board—but who
else needs to be standing right there next to you? Which leaders
and other people are impacting your culture now—for better or
worse? Write their names below, with a quick note as to why you
listed them. Let’s find out who’s already on your team and who
needs some convincing:

Fun

Fair

Forgiving
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Faithful

Some of your people are already doing a bang-up job, aren’t
they? I’ll tell you, there are departments at my church where vol-
unteers laugh so hard they cry. They love getting together to
work, and they love hanging out together as friends. It’s just the
coolest thing to watch.

But there are probably some people you listed who need a
little help. Maybe they play favorites and working with them
isn’t fair. Or they’re carrying around grudges. Or they don’t do
what they say they’ll do. Mark my words: Those people are hurt-
ing your culture.

Consider Disney World again. They’ll let you get away with
a lot, but if you cross the line and start ruining the culture of
the theme park, you’re history. If a guest got mad and started
swearing and carrying on, security would be called. And the
guest’s friends would be picking him up at the gate as they left.
That guest would definitely not be joining them for dinner in
Cinderella’s Castle.

Disney World is a fierce defender of its culture. And it’s smart
for you to do the same. Don’t let anyone go chasing volunteers
away because of a nasty attitude or a lack of commitment to the
vision of your church and ministry.

Creating a volunteer-welcoming culture is a great first step—
but it’s just a first step. It’ll make volunteering at your church
attractive, but it’s not going to keep people on board an especially
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long time. For that to happen, you’ll have to put some other
things in place.

Here’s the truth: Most of what you do to turn volunteers into
long-term volunteers who stick—the Velcro volunteers I’ve
described—you have to do anyway, just to have a healthy vol-
unteer program.

I’ll run through all the steps you need to take. I’ll do that
because until you’ve got those things in place, you’re not ready
to welcome the long-term, Velcro volunteers God’s going to send
your way!
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