
 

   
 

Volunteer Recruitment and Retention 
Review of Harrisville Roundtable Discussion 

6/26/25 

Discussion facilitated by Nate Bernitz from UNH Extension. 

Characteristics of communities with engaged volunteers 
The group discussed various characteristics of communities with an engaged and dedicated 

volunteer base. 

• Have invested citizens with interests in the community.  

• Appreciate volunteer boards.  

 Members feel like they are making a difference. 

• Respect board members, processes, and decisions. 

 Understand that these boards are voluntary and most members are not planning 

professionals. 

 Procedures and expectations are clearly defined, routinely followed, and available to 

the public. 

• Have legal protection for the municipality and volunteer members.  

 Understand that threats of legal action could severely hinder a board’s ability to 

function. 

• Encourage diverse representation and promote finding common ground. 

 Appreciate the benefits of including people of various ages, backgrounds, passions, 

and areas of expertise. 

• Foster collaboration within and across boards to best utilize resources, knowledge, and 

talent. 

• Recognize the potential that all members bring to the table, regardless of position (Chair, 

member, alternate, clerk, etc.). 

• Recognize that obstructing rules or creating restrictions is not necessarily conducive to 

maintaining the character of the town. 

Retention can fuel recruitment 
Volunteer recruitment can often fall off the radar until new members are urgently needed, but 

having a waiting roster of board alternates streamlines the recruitment process. Tactics to foster 

board member retention include: 

• Establish a well-defined purpose. 

• Minimize hierarchy and involve alternates as full (non-voting) members. 



 

   
 

• Share the workload to avoid burnout and have a standing roster of prepared recruits when 

board positions open up. 

• Establish clear procedures and ensure meetings are timely, respectful, and well run 

• Foster group synergy and avoid creating divisions and “groupthink”. 

• Encourage facilitation training, especially for Chairs. 

• Conduct routine joint meetings with other boards, avoid siloing. 

• Create conditions for board member preparedness, distribute reading packets multiple days 

in advance. 

• Use “down time” for backburner topics like ordinance reviews, master planning, community 

engagement, continuing education/professional development. 

• Make the work of the Planning Board visible to the public. 

• Create an overall positive experience for members. 

Recruitment builds on retention 

A board that creates positive experiences for existing members will also attract recruits.  

• Engage with town residents long before asking them to join the board.  
o Use events like farmers markets, Town Meeting, and festivals to reach residents who 

aren’t involved in town planning. 

• Create incremental pathways to involvement and encourage participation in volunteer 

opportunities, ad hoc committees, and public meetings. 
o These efforts can be supplemented by educational materials. 

• Challenge existing/longstanding norms - such as technology use or meeting location - to 

make meetings more accessible and attractive to community members. 
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