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Abstract

Assessing volunteer skills is a foundational step in designing effective training programs
and ensuring organizational effectiveness. Without clear insights into volunteers’
competencies, training initiatives risk being misaligned with actual needs, leading to
inefficiencies and reduced impact. This Teaching Paper introduces three structured skills
assessment checklists: (1) Technical Skills, (2) Communication Skills, and (3) Project
Management Skills. Each checklist provides practical criteria for evaluating volunteer
readiness, identifying skill gaps, and tailoring capacity-building initiatives. By applying
these tools, organizations can make evidence-based decisions about training priorities, role
assignments, and program design. A case study demonstrates how one non-profit applied the
checklists to restructure volunteer onboarding and improve project outcomes. This paper
contributes to the literature on competency-based training in the non-profit sector, linking

established management theory with practical, adaptable instruments.

Keywords

skills assessment, competency framework, volunteer training, digital volunteering, project

management, communication skills, technical literacy
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Executive Summary

This Teaching Paper presents three practical checklists to evaluate volunteer skills across

critical areas:

e  Technical Skills: computer literacy, internet use, cybersecurity awareness, and role-

specific software.
Communication Skills: written, verbal, and interpersonal competencies.
*  Project Management SKkills: planning, execution, monitoring, and evaluation.

By using these tools, organizations can systematically identify training needs, assign
appropriate roles, and design tailored capacity-building strategies. The checklists are
adaptable across contexts, easy to administer, and particularly valuable in digital volunteer

programs where competencies vary widely.

Purpose and Learning Objectives

The purpose of this paper is to equip non-profits with structured assessment tools to better

understand volunteer skills. Readers will learn how to:
e  Conduct systematic skills assessments using standardized checklists.
* Link assessment results to training program design.
e Improve volunteer-role matching to maximize effectiveness.

e  Use skills data for program monitoring and continuous improvement.

Background and Context

Competency-based approaches to training emphasize aligning individual skills with
organizational needs (McClelland, 1973). In non-profit environments, especially those
reliant on digital volunteers, this alignment is critical to ensuring both efficiency and
volunteer satisfaction. Bryson (2018) argues for strategic alignment between organizational
resources and goals, while Drucker (1990) underscores that effective management depends

on placing people in roles where they can succeed. Patton (2015) adds that evaluation must
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be built into capacity-building initiatives from the outset. Skills assessment checklists
provide a practical bridge between theory and implementation, allowing organizations to

operationalize strategic and human resource principles in volunteer programs.

Practical Guide
Checklist 1: Technical Skills Assessment

e Basic Computer SKkills: operating a computer, managing files, using office software.
e Internet and Email: navigating the web, email proficiency, cybersecurity basics.

*  Specialized Software: role-specific software, troubleshooting common issues.

Practical Note: Start with baseline skills to avoid assuming digital fluency.

Checklist 2: Communication Skills Assessment

*  Written Communication: email/report writing, social media content, grammar.

*  Verbal Communication: virtual meeting participation, presentation skills, active

listening.

e Interpersonal SKills: collaboration, conflict resolution, empathy.

Practical Note: In global teams, intercultural communication training may be needed.
Checklist 3: Project Management Skills Assessment
*  Planning and Organizing: goal setting, scheduling, time management.
* Execution and Monitoring: delegation, tracking progress, using PM tools.

* Evaluation and Reporting: outcome assessment, reporting, identifying
improvements.
Practical Note: Tools like Trello or Asana can support beginners in structured project

management.

Case Study
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An international literacy NGO recruited 50 digital volunteers to deliver online tutoring.
Using the Skills Assessment Checklists, they discovered that while most volunteers were
proficient in communication, many lacked experience with project management tools. As a
result, the organization designed targeted training on Trello and time management strategies.
This adjustment led to smoother coordination, reduced volunteer frustration, and improved
reporting quality. The systematic assessment prevented mismatches between volunteer

expectations and organizational needs.

Common Challenges and Tips

e  Challenge: Volunteers may overestimate skills.

Tip: Combine self-assessment with short practical tasks.

e Challenge: Skills vary widely across regions and age groups.

Tip: Use flexible benchmarks rather than rigid standards.

*  Challenge: Assessments perceived as tests discourage volunteers.

Tip: Frame them as supportive tools for growth.

Reflection Questions

1. Which skills are most critical for volunteers in your program’s context?
2. How can assessments be designed to encourage honesty and accuracy?
3. What training interventions can bridge the most common skill gaps?

4. How might cultural differences influence communication or project management
skills?
Limitations and Considerations

Checklists provide a snapshot but not a full picture of volunteer capability. They should be
supplemented with observation, feedback, and performance monitoring. Additionally,

assessments must be adapted to cultural contexts and available technology.
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Academic Value

This Teaching Paper advances scholarship by operationalizing competency-based training
models for non-profits. It demonstrates how structured checklists can be integrated into

onboarding and monitoring systems, linking evaluation theory with day-to-day practice.

Conclusion and Next Steps

Skills assessments are vital for ensuring volunteers are placed in roles where they can
succeed and grow. By applying structured checklists, organizations can design targeted
training, improve program outcomes, and strengthen volunteer retention. Future work
should explore digital platforms for automating assessments and tailoring adaptive learning

pathways.
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