
Halton Youth Initiative – co-creating a model for Authentic Youth Engagement with youth and community partners                        1 
 
 

The 3Rs – Recruit, Retain, Recognize 
Youth Volunteer Life Cycle  

Practice Brief 

 

Introduction 

The Youth Volunteer Life Cycle represents the key aspects of a young person’s volunteer experience with 

volunteering.  

The Halton Youth Initiative (HYI) identified three areas of focus: how to recruit, how to retain, and how to 

recognize youth volunteers.  

The HYI compiled pages of testimonials, records of personal experiences, and advice. The information was 

used to create a toolkit full of helpful resources. The toolkit answers some of the most important questions 

about the youth volunteer life cycle. Youth volunteers shared what they are looking for when participating in 

community service. The toolkit was created for community organizations and committees that want to engage 

youth in their community.  

 

 

What are the best ways to promote a volunteer opportunity to youth? 

Youth often find opportunities by social media 

posts, specifically Instagram. A lot can be 

accomplished with this tool. Posts can be 

organized and a community of followers can 

be built. Organizations can pay to promote 

posts sharing volunteer opportunities. 

Organizations can ask like-minded 

organizations and groups to share posts about 

volunteer opportunities. Giveaways and other 

campaigns can be utilized to get more 

attention for your posts. Databases like 

Volunteer Halton can be utilized to promote 

opportunities. 

Recruit 

https://cdhalton.ca/volunteer-halton/
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Successful listings for Instagram: 

 Emphasize youth voice  

 Provide opportunities to make a difference  

 Provide all of the major information needed including 

information like who is eligible to take part, where someone 

can go to learn more, etc. 

 Use buzzwords that appeal to youth like “opportunities” 

and “volunteer hours”  

 Outline what skills youth can learn in the volunteer position  

 Indicate if youth can volunteer with friends 

 Create opportunities to meet like-minded individuals  

 

Things to remember: 

 Promote your opportunities to younger students.  Students in Grade 9 will have more free time and 

they're going to be in the school system longer to earn volunteer hours longer someone who is in 

Grade 12.   

 Many youth are keen on learning new skills such as leadership graphic design and event planning.   Be 

sure to outline what skills youth can learn in the volunteer position. 

 

 

 

What do youth look for in a volunteer 

experience? 

An opportunity that will give youth a new 

experience or bring them out of their comfort 

zone.  This allows young people to try out 

different things and see what type of 

experiences fit best. Stepping out of their 

comfort zone encourages youth to build and 

enhance their ability to communicate.  It also 

provides opportunities to work with others 

and develop a strong work ethic. Youth gain a 

sense of responsibility when working on new 

projects.  This experience will be very useful 

for future work or volunteer opportunities. 

Visually: 

 Keep the post eye-catching  

 Don’t have too much information 

on the screen 

 Maintain a balance between a 

professional and a youth-friendly 

feeling 

 Use a high-quality graphic and an 

interesting but readable font  

 

Retain 
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What aspects encourage youth to stay involved? 

Having a sense that they are making a positive impact on their communities. When youth experience this, they 

feel that the work that they do is meaningful and important. When youth feel that they are contributing to the 

community in a positive manner, they often want to continue to 

help.  

Youth look for volunteer opportunities that provide a chance to 
meet new people and build relationships.  
 
Enthusiasm is contagious. When youth are around people who 
encourage them, and challenge them to achieve their goals, they 
are energized. Enthusiasm is a great way to encourage volunteers 
of any age to keep going. 
 

 
What are the best ways to recognize youth who volunteer? 

Positive recognition for work always encourages a person to do their best.  

Events: 

Celebrate the contributions of youth volunteers at the end of 

each project. Is important that you don't wait until an annual 

event to celebrate. If you celebrate at the end of the project, 

then all the people involved are still around. Sometimes 

young people move away to go to school or for other reasons 

and miss out on celebrating with their team members.  

Awards: 

If you are giving awards, have some fun and highlight the 

unique contributions of volunteers. Awards like Participated 

Most in Discussions, Most Organized or Keeps Group on Time 

add some fun in addition to the usual awards. 

Reference letters:  

As teenagers enter the end of their high school career they 
appreciate reference letters to include on resumes. These 
letters can also be used when they are applying to post-
secondary education, for scholarships or for employment.  
 

Keys to retaining youth volunteers: 

 Provide opportunities for youth to 

get out of their comfort zone  

 Give youth the chance to have an 

impact on their community 

 Offer a volunteer experience where 

youth can create new relationships 

 

Recognize 
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Acknowledgement: 

Individual contributions should be noted on the projects the young 
volunteers have worked on. When youth are credited for their work it 
motivates them to do more and contribute to their communities even 
more. This material can also be included when they are applying for 
post-secondary education, other employment or volunteer 
opportunities. 
 
Leadership opportunities:  
 
Young people want the opportunity to have their voice heard and 
share their experiences with others. Utilize youth as resources and 
provide opportunities for them to learn leadership skills that they can 
apply in the future.  

 

 

 

 
If an organization has some run-of-the-mill tasks 
like food sorting, or event set up and tear down, 
what can be done to make these more interesting 
to youth? 

 

 If these tasks are in person, have the youth 

volunteers create a playlist and play music. 

It’s a way to have fun and keep people 

engaged while getting work done. Creating 

the playlist together is a chance to get the 

team working together on action items. For 

instance, at the end of one meeting let the 

group know that everyone is to add a song 

to the playlist so that it is ready for the next 

meeting or the event. The playlist can be 

put on Google drive so the group has access 

to the document. This action gets the group 

in the mindset to start working together. 

 Stressing connections is important. Let 
youth know that if they come to this event

setup they can meet the staff at the  
organization. Youth can also form 
connections, network with other youth, and 
meet new friends.  

 Encourage youth to bring a friend. 

 Give volunteer hour recognition. 

 Provide snacks. This is a big one to 
remember! 

 

What do youth generally prefer, short-term 
volunteer opportunities or ongoing commitments?  

 
The members of the Halton Youth Initiative was 
that they prefer longer-term long-term 
commitments. Youth are generally volunteering to 
be able to put that experience on the resume. It is 
important to be able to say that they have been 
working with the same organization for a number 
of years. This has more impact than saying that 
they have been with a group for only a month or 
two.  
  

Recognize Example - 

Youth Impact Survey Ambassadors 

The Youth Impact Survey Ambassador 

Project engaged youth in Halton to be 

leaders in their community to promote 

youth mental health awareness. They 

promoted a survey focused specifically 

on the lives of children and youth in 

Halton. The survey gathered information 

that would be utilized to make a positive 

change in the community. Youth 

ambassadors were able to make an 

impact in their community which 

provided a feeling of satisfaction to 

them. The ambassadors provided 

leadership for the project. They 

conducted interviews, social media 

promotions and writing blogs. 

We asked the HYI Youth about:  The Youth Volunteer Life Cycle 
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Young people like to feel that they are a part of the 
community. When they have a long-term 
commitment youth feel like they are part of 
something. Youth value doing something to 
positively impact their community.  
 
Long-term commitments allow youth to connect 
with people and to form friendships that go beyond 
one hour of volunteering per week. An important 
way to retain volunteers is to make sure that youth 
have opportunities to make connections. These 
connections help youth stay motivated to do the 
work.  

 

What should organizations stop doing to be more 
attractive to youth volunteers? 

 

Being too serious. Don't be afraid to be humorous 
or post things that might be funny for youth. 
Consult your youth volunteers to see what's 
trending and to know what's appealing to young 
people.  
 
When the organization’s Instagram profile looks 
very serious it can be off-putting to young 
volunteers. If youth don't feel welcome, volunteer 
opportunities posted may not feel accessible to 
young people.  

 

What are some key tips for adults who are looking 

to connect with youth volunteers outside of the 

supervisors and volunteer managers?  

Do activities that are unrelated to the work like 
game nights, movie nights or a team dinner helps 
with creating connections. Provide a chance for 
your team members come together and eat food 
together creates a space to connect. A team meal 
can also be online. It's a way to share what you like, 
what you're eating, and it often leads to deeper 
connections.  
 
Create a fun environment where your team can 
chat together and get to know about things that 

are not work related. It's a great team bonding 
exercise where the team members can talk without 
any pressure or without the roles of manager and 
volunteer. It’s important that everyone is 
encouraged to take part including all adult allies 
and all volunteers of every level. Team members 
need to feel that they are always welcome to come 
to a team event. 
 
General team bonding activities that are 
completely unrelated from the work get everyone 
outside of the work mindset. These activities 
should be fun for everyone to do no matter of your 
age your skill level. The activities can build better 
connections when you're doing something that 
you're not being graded on or that you are 
supposed to be good at.  
 

Do youth volunteers appreciate getting regular 

performance feedback from their volunteer 

supervisors? 

The general consensus from the members of the 
Halton Youth Initiative was yes. Performance 
feedback should happen on an ongoing basis so it is 
not like a formal assessment or evaluation. It 
should be casual because it can be intimidating to 
be sitting with your manager and getting feedback. 
Constructive criticism is very important to 
encourage youth, to let them that you know what 
they're working on and to help them grow. 
 
It's important to get to the root of things. If there is 
a pressing issue, a smaller issue that you think will 
grow into a bigger issue, or members are not 
responding to messages, act right away. Working 
together to a build a consensus on how to move 
forward is an important part of team building. 
Again, it's best to keep the feedback on a more 
casual basis. Talk to your team members and give 
them specific feedback. It's easier to receive the 
feedback when it’s casual and it helps the 
individual to grow.  
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Call to Action 

 

Things to remember about the Youth Volunteer Life Cycle 

 Use social media to promote opportunities - Utilize Instagram and local databases.  

 Promote opportunities to younger students – They will have more free time and a longer period to 

earn volunteer hours. 

 Youth look for new experiences that bring them out of their comfort zone – Provide opportunities for 

youth to try out different things and see what type of experiences fit best. 

 Youth volunteers want to have a sense that they are making a difference – When youth feel they are 

contributing they are more likely to keep trying to improve their community.  

 Recognize young volunteers in a variety of ways – Ideas include: Events, Awards, Reference letters, 

Acknowledgement, and Leadership opportunities.  

 Youth prefer ongoing opportunities - Longer experiences have a greater impact and opportunity to 

build relationships. 

 Provide constructive feedback to youth volunteers – Feedback should be given in an ongoing basis in 

a casual setting. 
 

 

 

Youth Volunteer Life Cycle Resource Kit – https://www.haltonyouth.com/youth-volunteer-life-cycle 

Volunteer Halton - https://cdhalton.ca/volunteer-halton/ 

More information about the Halton Youth Initiative can be found at www.haltonyouth.com 
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