
Peer learning - Managing volunteer burnout 
 
On Thursday 13 November 2025 the VSN hosted a peer sharing meeting on the theme of Managing 
Volunteer Burnout.  We had 12 attendees from a range of organisations in Latin America, Europe, and Sub 
Saharan Africa.   
 
Our three prompt questions were as follows:  
 
Burnout in volunteers can lead to negative outcomes - how do we spot it?   
What are the early warning signs? 
 
We noted that burnout can look different in different cultural contexts, however we identified some common 
themes that can be viewed as warning signs that a volunteer may be experiencing or at risk of burnout:  
 

●​ Taking a long time to respond to communications 
●​ Doing too much in a short space of time, or over-committing 
●​ Reporting a feeling of being constantly overwhelmed 
●​ Being short-tempered 
●​ A change in engagement levels  

 
In discussing how we can work to spot these signs, we noted:  
 

●​ That having casual conversations with volunteers can be beneficial for monitoring their enthusiasm and 
capacity, including being aware of what’s happening in their non-wiki life 

●​ That there can be alternate explanations - for example, illness - to explain a change in behaviour, and 
that not all Wikimedians may want to share their feelings 

●​ Knowledge sharing of (appropriate!) information about volunteers (such as important life events) 
between chapter / user group staff can be useful to ensure a rounded picture of a volunteer.  

 
Can we identify what causes burnout? 
 
There are a number of causes of burnout, but there are some specific to the Wikimedia world which we noted, 
such as:  
 

●​ Negative on-wiki experiences, such as having their edits reverted a lot, or not having images selected 
for quality images 

●​ Not getting good feedback on- or off- wiki 
●​ Taking on too much 
●​ Feeling that they have to take on a particular task, or that if they don’t, then no-one else will 
●​ Not feeling appreciated, valued, or relevant in the movement 
●​ Not being the recipient of awards or scholarships for which they’ve applied. 

 
What have your experiences been in trying to prevent burnout in your volunteers? 
  
There were a variety of interesting and creative examples:  
 



●​ Holding meetings that aren’t just about tasks, such as a community roundtable, or other opportunity to 
do nice or fun things 

●​ Taking time to celebrate small contributions as well as big ones, and acknowledging consistency in 
contributions 

●​ Using the “thanks” button! 
●​ Offering workshops on how to avoid burnout, increasing community knowledge about the topic 
●​ Celebrating birthdays (where known) 
●​ Ensuring that we include discussion of non-work things when we talk to volunteers 
●​ Sharing knowledge about other open source topics, not just Wiki - to show that we’re part of a bigger 

community 
●​ Awarding certificates or other small forms of appreciation 
●​ Acknowledging hard times - one participant has sent a card & sweets when a volunteer was ill, for 

example.   
●​ Taking time to create a non-stressful environment at events - lower lighting, lower noise / soft music, for 

example 
 
And crucially, making sure that volunteers know that they can, and feel comfortable, saying NO.  
Volunteers should never be in a position where they feel obligated or pressured to say “yes” to a task, and 
should not feel that they will be penalised if they say “no”.    
 
What’s the opposite of burnout? 
 
We posed this question to see if we could illustrate what “healthy participation” looks like:  
 

●​ Keeping one’s boundaries 
●​ Volunteers participate because they WANT to, not because they feel they SHOULD. 
●​ A nourishing relationship - something that is mutually beneficial 
●​ Sustained engagement - noting that this can and does change depending on life circumstances 

 
Are there other tools or strategies that you find particularly useful in preventing or managing volunteer 
burnout? 
 
There was a lot of discussion here about playful and joyful experiences, and building a sense of community!   
 

●​ Eating food together 
●​ Telling our own stories to motivate people 
●​ Virtual wiki-clubs - not just in-person events, to make it easy to connect people across a large country 
●​ Open Wiki Mic - poetry, music 
●​ Celebrating International Volunteer Day - https://www.un.org/en/observances/volunteer-day  
●​ Using your contact database / CRM to see who is volunteering, and how much - this can alert you to 

individuals who may be doing too much 
●​ Public celebration - shoutouts in newsletters or social media 

 
In summary 
 
Much of our discussion pointed to the importance of taking time to get to know our volunteers, while 
respecting their boundaries and preferences, and looking for opportunities to build community, which don’t 
necessarily need to be time-consuming or expensive.  These preventative measures allow those supporting 
volunteers to be alert to the signs of burnout, and hopefully prevent it in the first place.   
 
Our discussions also pointed to the idea of joyful participation, and celebration of achievement, but also 
informed consent and the ability to say no without being penalised, to create a nourishing environment, in 
which healthy engagement can occur.   
 

https://www.un.org/en/observances/volunteer-day


Background 
 
The Volunteer Supporters Network run a series of Peer to Peer learning sessions, held in non-recorded online 
meetings every two months.  These events are open to members & liaisons of the VSN, and are intended to 
create a safe(r) environment for those working to support volunteers in the movement to share challenges and 
best practice.  As part of our Hub pilot, we’re sharing anonymised summaries of the meetings on our Meta 
pages and beyond.  
 
These notes were summarised by Sara Thomas (WMUK & VSN) 
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