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Acknowledging the Contribution of Volunteers 
This short report draws on ideas from the museum sector and beyond to consider how the 

contribution of volunteers might be acknowledged in ways that are effective, appropriate and 

sustainable.  The report also offers ideas about acknowledging donors, including an inspiring case 

study from Kelvingrove in Glasgow. 

Alongside the generous sharing of ideas from a variety of organisations, the report is also informed by 

feedback sessions held with volunteers at Chiltern Open Air Museum, Didcot Railway Centre and Tring 

Local History Museum (the three Flourish partnership museums).  

Overview 
The Oxford English Dictionary defines acknowledge as to 

• Recognise the importance or quality of 

• Express gratitude for or appreciation of 

• Accept the validity or legitimacy of 

These neatly sum up the guiding principles of acknowledging volunteers, alongside the etymological 

clue that to genuinely acknowledge someone you need to know them: to know what contribution 

they have made, to know what contribution they are capable of making and to know what will make 

them feel valued.   

Whilst some volunteers will be motivated and feel valued by things like certificates and treats, many 

volunteers want their contribution to be acknowledged by taking it, and them, seriously as a valued 

part of an organisation.  In organisations where paid staff work alongside volunteers it is important for 

paid staff (and volunteers) to understand that the volunteers are contributing to the organisation as a 

whole rather than just ‘helping the staff’.   

The final indictor of the Investors in Volunteers (IiV) standard
i
  is that ‘The whole organisation is aware 

of the need to give volunteers recognition.’  IiV breaks this down into the following five useful 

categories, which go right through to the volunteer’s point of departure from the organisation. 

1. Management Committee/Trustees and paid staff recognise the value of volunteers’ 

contributions and communicate effectively their appreciation to volunteers, both formally and 

informally. 

2. Volunteers have an opportunity to make known their views about the organisation’s work, 

including its policies and procedures, and to participate in decision making. 

3. The organisation provides volunteers with the opportunity to continue developing their skills 

and talents within the roles on offer if appropriate. 

4. Volunteers leaving the organisation, who have made a regular commitment to it, are offered a 

reference and/or other statement of their achievements. 

5. The organisation endeavours to obtain feedback from volunteers leaving the organisation. 

There is no one definitive way of acknowledging people: what you choose to do will depend on your 

context, capacity and on the individual volunteers involved.  However, as the IiV standards indicate, it 

is good to aim for a mixture of ongoing, informal acknowledgement and opportunities for more official 

acknowledgement.  The ideas below are not exhaustive but might be a way of reviewing what you are 

already doing and what else you might try. 
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Social Events 

Social events give a chance to gather volunteers 

and thank them collectively and publicly.  In 

museums where staff and volunteers work 

alongside each other, combined social events 

make the point that everyone belongs to the 

same organisation.  

Newsletters 

Keeping volunteers informed, about what is 

going on and what is planned, is in itself an 

acknowledgement of their importance to the 

museum. 

You could also include a spotlight on a team of 

volunteers – letting people know what they do 

and how it contributes to the museum’s future.   

Cards 

Cards can be very effective.  They might be 

given on the anniversary of start dates, if 

known, or perhaps during Volunteers’ Week
2 

  

(1-12 June).  

Think about who might sign the card.  Brunel’s 

ss Great Britain sent all volunteers a card once a 

year and it was signed by those staff who 

worked closely with the volunteer as well as by 

the department head and CEO.  This is quite a 

logistical exercise but it means that each 

volunteer knows that they are being thanked 

personally not generically.  Many people do not 

feel genuinely thanked by cards with pre-

printed signatures! 

Noticing Volunteers 

Acknowledging someone is closely linked to 

taking notice of them and volunteers should 

know that they are not beneath the notice of 

those with whom they work.  

In practice this means that any staff and team 

leaders should always acknowledge volunteers 

they encounter, that volunteers should be 

introduced to people like new staff and 

volunteers, visiting trustees or other official 

visitors wherever practical to do so. 

Listening to Volunteers 

Volunteers are (or should be) in the museum 

because they care about it and its future.  They 

often have their ear to the ground, both with 

visitors and with local communities, as well as 

bringing a whole range of skills and experience 

from their life outside the museum.  They are 

often a source of great wisdom and an 

important way of acknowledging them is to find 

opportunities to listen seriously to their ideas 

and comments even if they can’t always be put 

into practice. 

This can be done individually or at open 

meetings or forums, which can also be a time to 

update volunteers about plans. 

Informal Thank Yous 

Alongside official thank yous there are the 

thank yous that happen regularly and informally 

– volunteers being noticed and specifically 

thanked for their time or something they have 

done.  Really a volunteer, who hasn’t been paid 

to come, should never leave without someone 

having noticed and thanked them for being 

there. 

Thank yous do have to be genuine though, 

otherwise they can feel patronising. 
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Official Thank Yous 

However relaxed an organisation is, thank 

yous that come from senior leadership tend 

to have great value (whether that be the 

Director/CEO or the Chair of Trustees).   

Such thank yous can come at significant 

meetings, at social events or in writing but 

they convey the sense that the organisation 

as a whole has acknowledged the volunteers’ 

contribution. 

Is the volunteer contribution acknowledged 

in your Annual Report alongside donors? 

External Volunteer Awards 

If volunteers are part of a team that wins 

external recognition for the museum this can 

be a brilliant way of acknowledging their 

contribution.   

If there is an award ceremony volunteers 

might need travel expenses to be able to 

attend and represent the museum, even if 

travel expenses are not normally reimbursed. 

External Publicity 

Articles in the local press or on social media 

can acknowledge volunteer contributions – 

either collectively or for particular projects. 

Volunteers’ Week
2
 can be a good time to 

submit articles about what volunteers 

contribute to the museum and can also help 

with recruiting new volunteers. 

Annual Reviews/Catch-ups 

Making a date, annually if possible, to sit 

down with a volunteer, check how they are 

getting on and whether there are things that 

they would like to be different can be very 

powerful.  Even volunteers who are articulate 

and confident sometimes mention things at 

such meetings that they wouldn’t have 

brought up in general conversation. 

Make sure that the volunteer knows it’s an 

opportunity for you to catch up with them 

and that it’s not about telling them what 

they’ve done wrong.  An informal meeting 

over coffee with a few questions that you 

want to cover can work well.  And it is also an 

opportunity to thank them specifically and 

individually for what they do. 

Certificates 

Treat with caution as some will feel 

patronised but some people will really value 

a certificate letting them know what their 

contribution has been over a given period – 

e.g. how many hours they have given. 

This can be particularly good for young 

people who are building up personal 

statements, CVs or need evidence for awards 

such as Duke of Edinburgh or International 

Baccalaureates. 

Internal Volunteer Awards 

Treat with caution – for every volunteer who 

is motivated by an award there will be some 

who feel overlooked and undervalued.  In 

some organisations, however, it can work. 
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Ideas for Acknowledging Donors 
In the course of this piece of work, ideas and wisdom about acknowledging financial donors was also 

offered.  Sometimes of course there will be overlap between donors and volunteers. 

A few themes and guidelines emerged from those who shared their experiences. 

• Physical acknowledgements should be in keeping with the location and ideally should be 

attractive and interesting in themselves. 

• It is possible to overestimate the level of acknowledgement that donors require.  It is important 

to know your donor and what matters to them so that (as with volunteers) you can acknowledge 

their contribution in a way that is meaningful to them.   Some institutions find that smaller donors 

are quite content with acknowledgement on a web page. 

• One of the hospices stressed how important it was to record how people liked to be thanked: 

some in person, some by letter, some by phone etc. and some not at all!  There was no 

assumption that one size fits all. 

• Sometimes donors are happier to do something that acknowledges someone else – the 

acknowledgement isn’t always about personal recognition. 

• For naming of rooms or buildings etc. there needs to be an understanding of what level of 

donation will give that option.  As above though, individuals don’t always want to use their own 

name. An event to mark the naming of a room or space can be very moving for all involved. 

• Keep the future in mind always: 

o Be wary of promising anything in perpetuity.  It is important to build in flexibility as the 

museum develops.  

o You may have a fixed donor board for a particular project but you might also need a 

dynamic board (or equivalent) that can be added to over time. 

• Never present recognition as a quid pro quo for donating.  There can be tax implications if you 

do, but also you don't want to have a transactional relationship with donors but rather to offer 

any recognition as a nice thing that you would like to do to say thank you.  This is similar to 

working with volunteers where any benefits (such as out of pocket expenses) must not imply that 

the volunteer is being paid and so is in a contractual relationship.  

Some acknowledgement ideas from museums and galleries: 

Museums have used many different ways of acknowledging donors.  For example 

• A shelf of assorted old bottles, each with a luggage label acknowledging a grant. 

• A sculpted tree with leaves, each with an acknowledgement of a gift. 

• Lightbox in Woking used an etching effect to put names in the glass balustrades in their building.   

This was marketed as a chance to buy a Christmas, Valentine or graduation present and was half 

price for names of children, which appealed particularly to grandparents.  This idea was so 

successful that the campaign is revived every year and people continue to be attracted to this idea 

of a permanent reminder of their support for their local gallery. 

• Lightbox also commissioned an artist to paint the names of major donors in a beautiful twist down 

the main staircase. 

• Yorkshire Sculpture Park  (see cover photograph) has a 110m stainless steel Walk of Art, leading to 

the main visitor Centre. Inscribed into the metal pathway are the names of donors who helped 

fund the building of the Centre it leads up to. Walk of Art is visually attractive and functional, 

whilst providing a lasting legacy of the incredible support received.  
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Case Study 

A Public Appeal that really appealed to the public 

Kelvingrove is an Art Gallery and Museum in Glasgow, which has a strong philanthropic tradition and a 

lot of affection and civic pride in museums.  

In 2003, a fundraising campaign for the Kelvingrove Refurbishment Appeal was launched, with a target 

of £5m.  Towards the end of the campaign, a public appeal was launched.  The campaign was really 

widely rolled out – in bus stops, the underground, press campaign and direct marketing.   

The idea: 

The public appeal was based on the premise that everyone who donated would be acknowledged as 

an equal, irrespective of the size of their donation.  Names of all the donors were placed on brass 

plaques in the central hall at Kelvingrove, with a dedicated section for in memoriam donations. The 

names were organised alphabetically, with all names of the same size.  The suggested donation was £5 

but donations would be recognised equally whether they were for 50p or £50,000. 

Did it work? 

The Refurbishment Appeal as a whole raised £11.7m – over twice its target.   Nearly 9,000 names were 

recorded as a result of the appeal and the donations.  On the day of the deadline for donations, 

Gordon Fergusson, a member of staff, remembers looking out of the office window and seeing a 

queue of people on Dalhousie Street, waiting to hand in their donations.  It really captured the 

imagination of the people of Glasgow. 

When I telephoned Kelvingrove to check the facts for this report, the member of staff who answered 

the telephone instantly knew what I was talking about as her father’s name is on the wall and her 

family still go back regularly to see his name – all his grandchildren know exactly where to find it.  Ten 

years later this appeal still has resonance because of the personal and inclusive nature of the 

acknowledgement. 

Could this work anywhere else? 

Kelvingrove’s place in the local imagination makes it a special case but it has successfully inspired 

other institutions; for example, the Ashmolean in Oxford: 

On a visit to Glasgow, a member of staff from the Ashmolean was told about the Kelvingrove names 

by a taxi driver.  The Ashmolean was inspired to try something similar during their refurbishment.   

For £50, supporters could have a set number of characters for a message which was printed onto 

transparent material and applied to one of the glass bridges. The Ashmolean was overwhelmed by the 

response, with people writing wonderful messages either about the museum and what it meant to 

them, or messages in memory of loved ones. On the day that the museum opened to the public the 

bridge in question had to be closed and then reopened with restricted access because so many people 

wanted to see their name.  This way of acknowledging people’s support showed that gifts counted and 

that the people of Oxford had a real stake in the Museum.   The money didn't add up to a huge 

amount but it was still excellent for the museum and its significance in the minds of people in Oxford 

is illustrated by the fact that not long after the Ashmolean reopened, when a young member of staff in 

the press office of Oxford University died tragically, her family made a special request to add her name 

to the bridge. 
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Conclusion 
What came strongly out of feedback sessions with the three very different Flourish Partner museums 

was that the main way that volunteers want to be thanked is by including them, recognising their skills 

and enabling them to use those skills for the benefit of the organisation – including opportunities to 

influence it not just to do tasks. This won’t necessarily be felt equally strongly by all volunteers but it 

was striking how important it was for volunteers to feel that they could contribute their ideas. 

The message that emerges from this piece of work is that a flourishing museum that works well with 

all its supporters is one that manages to combine an understanding that each person is an individual 

with a sense that those individuals often want to see themselves as belonging to the whole.  This 

might be through having their name alongside others on a path or wall or it may be as a volunteer 

who contributes to the well-being of the whole organisation by doing particular tasks but also by 

having opportunities to feed in their ideas and suggestions. In working with volunteers, as in working 

with donors, balancing individual motivation with collective purpose is key to success. 

Back to the dictionary then.  Acknowledging contributions is about knowing the individual, recognising 

the importance or quality of what they offer, expressing appreciation in ways that respect their 

individual preferences and giving validity to their contribution by taking it seriously and ensuring that 

their contribution is not wasted.  If you manage to do all that for volunteers, members and donors 

then your museum stands a good chance of flourishing. 
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i
 Investing in Volunteers is a UK wide standard, owned by NCVO, Volunteer Scotland, WCVA and Volunteer Now. 

http://iiv.investinginvolunteers.org.uk/ 

 
2
 Volunteers Week is an annual event at the beginning of June, run by NCVO in partnership with Volunteer 

Development Scotland, Volunteer Now (Northern Ireland) and Wales Council for Voluntary Action. See 

http://volunteersweek.org/ for more information. 


