[bookmark: Xc67a92eb02ff37274347175123008614e010242]How to Manage Mixed Teams of Paid Staff and Volunteers
[bookmark: purpose-of-this-guide]
Heritage railways depend on a workforce model that is fundamentally different from most commercial hospitality or transport operations. Paid staff and volunteers work side by side, performing similar tasks, sharing the same environments, and contributing to the same outcomes, yet they can do so under very different motivations, obligations, and constraints.
This guide is designed to provide practical, realistic guidance on how to manage mixed teams of paid staff and volunteers effectively, professionally, and fairly. It does not seek to blur the distinction between the two groups, nor does it suggest that one is more important than the other. Instead, it focuses on how to align both groups around shared standards, behaviours, and objectives while respecting their differences.
Poorly managed mixed teams are one of the most common sources of conflict, inconsistency, and reputational risk within heritage railway catering and customer-facing operations. Well-managed mixed teams, by contrast, are often the strongest asset an organisation possesses.

[bookmark: Xda7d080a9632612d9f7fd064939a9644a8db86d]Understanding the Fundamental Differences

Before addressing systems, processes, or leadership techniques, it is essential to understand the core differences between paid staff and volunteers.
[bookmark: volunteers]Volunteers
Volunteers typically
· Give their time freely and without financial reward
· Are motivated by passion for the railway, social connection, or personal fulfilment 
· Have varying levels of availability and commitment
· Are not bound by employment contracts in the same way as paid staff 
· May have long service histories and deep institutional knowledge
Volunteers should never be treated as unpaid employees, nor assumed to have unlimited flexibility or tolerance for poor management simply because they are not paid.
[bookmark: paid-staff]

Paid Staff
Paid staff typically
· Have contractual obligations regarding hours, duties, and conduct
· Depend on the role for income and financial stability
· Expect clarity, consistency, and fairness in management
· Are subject to employment law, formal performance management, and disciplinary processes
Paid staff should not be expected to compensate for gaps created by volunteer availability, nor should they feel undermined by inconsistent standards applied to others.

[bookmark: establishing-clear-role-definition]Establishing Clear Role Definition
One of the most common sources of friction in mixed teams is role ambiguity. Recognising these differences is not divisive, it is foundational to managing mixed teams well.

[bookmark: why-role-clarity-matters]Why Role Clarity Matters
Without clear role definition
· Volunteers may unintentionally drift into supervisory or decision-making roles
· Paid staff may feel their authority or responsibilities are being undermined
· Accountability becomes unclear when issues arise

[bookmark: practical-actions]Practical Actions
Every role, whether paid or voluntary, should have
· A written role description
· A clear reporting line 
· Defined responsibilities and boundaries
Role descriptions do not need to be complex, but they must be explicit. Where volunteers and paid staff perform similar tasks, the distinction should be in accountability, not capability.
For example, a volunteer may competently run a buffet counter, but responsibility for compliance, cash reconciliation, or staffing decisions should sit clearly with a designated role.
[bookmark: one-standard-not-two]One Standard, Not Two
A critical principle in mixed-team management is that there must be one operational standard.
[bookmark: what-this-means]What This Means
· Food safety rules apply to everyone
· Customer service expectations apply to everyone
· Behavioural standards apply to everyone
Creating separate informal standards for volunteers and paid staff is corrosive. It undermines professionalism, creates resentment, and exposes the organisation to risk.

[bookmark: what-this-does-not-mean]What This Does Not Mean
· Volunteers are disciplined in the same way as paid staff 
· Volunteers are managed through formal HR processes
It means that the outcome expectations are consistent, even if the management mechanisms differ.

[bookmark: authority-leadership-and-decision-making]Authority, Leadership, and Decision-Making
[bookmark: clarifying-who-is-in-charge]Clarifying Who Is in Charge
Every shift, event, or service period must have
· Clearly identified person in charge
· Authority recognised by both volunteers and paid staff
[bookmark: avoiding-informal-power-structures]This authority must be visible, consistent, and supported by senior management. Undermining front-line leadership, even informally, is one of the fastest ways to destabilise mixed teams.



Avoiding Informal Power Structures

Long-serving volunteers may hold informal influence due to experience or tenure. While their knowledge should be respected, informal authority must not override formal leadership structures.
Managers should
· Acknowledge experience without surrendering accountability
· Avoid relying on informal leaders as substitutes for proper supervision
· Address instances where informal authority disrupts consistency or morale

[bookmark: communication-and-inclusion]Communication and Inclusion

[bookmark: inclusive-not-identical]Inclusive, Not Identical
Communication should be inclusive without pretending that volunteers and paid staff have identical needs.
Best practice includes
· Joint briefings where appropriate
· Clear written communications accessible to all 
· Avoiding information silos based on employment status
However, it is also acceptable and often necessary to have separate communications relating to contracts, pay, or employment-specific matters.
[bookmark: setting-expectations-early]
Setting Expectations Early
From induction onwards, expectations should be explicit about
· Behavioural standards
· Who makes decisions 
· How issues are raised
Ambiguity at the start almost always results in conflict later.

[bookmark: performance-management-in-mixed-teams]Performance Management in Mixed Teams

[bookmark: volunteers-and-performance]Volunteers and Performance
Managing volunteer performance requires confidence and clarity. Avoiding difficult conversations for fear of losing volunteers often results in wider disengagement and declining standards.
Effective approaches include
· Informal, respectful conversations
· Focusing on behaviour and outcomes, not personal criticism
· Offering retraining, role adjustment, or reduced responsibilities where appropriate
In rare cases, it may be necessary to formally stand a volunteer down. This should be handled sensitively but decisively, with the wider team protected from the fallout.

[bookmark: paid-staff-and-performance]Paid Staff and Performance

Paid staff performance must be managed in line with employment law and internal policies. Inconsistent tolerance of poor performance especially when contrasted with volunteer leniency can quickly damage morale.

Managers must ensure
· Paid staff are not held to higher standards simply because they are paid 
· Volunteers are not exempt from basic expectations because they are not

[bookmark: Xafa1d71567aa6d197b8c780d0295b2fbc7d6f25]Avoiding Resentment and False Equivalence

[bookmark: common-sources-of-resentment]Common Sources of Resentment
· Paid staff covering gaps created by volunteer absence
· Volunteers feeling dismissed or undervalued
· Perceived favouritism or inconsistency


[bookmark: addressing-this-proactively]Addressing This Proactively

Managers should
· Be honest about constraints and realities
· Avoid language that pits one group against the other 
· Recognise contributions publicly and appropriately
Crucially, avoid the trap of false equivalence. Volunteers and paid staff contribute differently, acknowledging that difference respectfully is healthier than pretending it does not exist.

[bookmark: training-and-competency]Training and Competency

Training should be competency-based, not status-based.
[bookmark: principles]Principles
· Anyone performing a task must be trained and competent to do so
· Refresher training should apply to all
· Records should be maintained consistently
Where volunteers have limited availability, training should be modular and practical, but never optional where safety or compliance is concerned.

[bookmark: culture-respect-and-professionalism]Culture, Respect, and Professionalism

A strong mixed-team culture is built deliberately.
Key characteristics include
· Mutual respect
· Clear leadership
· Consistent standards 
· Appreciation without over indulgence
Managers set the tone. Casual dismissiveness, avoidance of conflict, or over-accommodation will be mirrored by the team.

[bookmark: leadership-mindset]
Leadership Mindset

Managing mixed teams requires confidence, empathy, and clarity.
Effective leaders
· Understand the emotional investment volunteers bring
· Recognise the professional expectations of paid staff 
· Are comfortable making decisions that will not please everyone
The goal is not harmony at all costs, but sustainable, safe, and professional operation aligned with the railway’s wider mission.

Building and Maintaining a Healthy Team Culture

Managing mixed teams of paid staff and volunteers is not only a structural or procedural challenge; it is fundamentally a cultural one. 
Culture is what fills the gaps between policies, rotas, job descriptions, and training manuals. 
On heritage railways, where people give their time, passion, and identity to the organisation, culture will often determine whether standards are upheld when no manager is present.
A strong catering culture should be deliberately shaped, not left to chance. It must reinforce that everyone paid or unpaid is working toward the same purpose, delivering a safe, professional, and authentic experience that supports the wider railway’s heritage objectives. 
Culture should never be framed as “this is how volunteers do things” or “this is how staff do things.” Instead, it should be framed as “this is how we do things here.”
Consistency is critical. Standards that are enforced only when paid staff are present, or expectations that vary depending on who is on shift, will quickly erode trust and discipline. Managers must model the behaviours they expect to see, punctuality, professionalism, respect for procedures, and calm decision-making under pressure. In mixed teams, what leaders tolerate quickly becomes the norm.
Communication plays a central role in culture-building. Regular briefings, clear explanations of why decisions are made, and honest acknowledgement of challenges help prevent the formation of informal narratives that can divide teams. Volunteers, in particular, are more likely to accept difficult decisions when they understand the broader context and feel respected as contributors rather than managed as a problem.
Recognition is another powerful cultural tool. Thanking volunteers for their time, acknowledging good performance publicly, and celebrating team successes reinforces positive behaviours without lowering standards. Recognition should be fair, transparent, and linked to behaviours that support safety, service quality, and teamwork not just longevity or popularity.

[bookmark: summary]Summary

Managing mixed teams of paid staff and volunteers is one of the most complex leadership challenges within heritage railways. It cannot be solved through goodwill alone.
Success depends on
· Clear roles
· Consistent standards
· Visible leadership 
· Respectful but firm management
When done well, mixed teams become a powerful expression of what heritage railways do best: combining professional delivery with voluntary commitment in service of a shared purpose.

[bookmark: Xcf363acfa450a9701626d58a53de757e79cb123]Finally
Culture must be actively protected. Allowing small breaches of standards, informal exceptions, or unchallenged negativity will undermine even the best-designed systems. Addressing issues early, calmly, and consistently is not about being authoritarian; it is about safeguarding the environment that allows both volunteers and paid staff to thrive.
A healthy culture does not remove the need for rules, training, or accountability but it makes them easier to apply, easier to accept, and far more likely to succeed over the long term.
