
In the small magazine universe, volunteers often outnumber 
paid staff, interns come and go, and everyone does a little bit 
of everything. Creating a stable office culture in that environ-
ment isn’t easy—but having good hiring, training, and incen-
tive policies can help you get the most from your staff while 
giving them the rewards and challenges they crave. 

PLANTING A SUCCESSFUL RELATIONSHIP

START WITH AN AGREEMENT
When any new hire or volunteer joins your team, create a 
written agreement that outlines both their commitment 
(e.g., hours per week; length of contract; specific deadlines or 
responsibilities) and yours (e.g., meaningful or skill-building 
assignments; access to mentorship, training, or courses; an 
evaluation/feedback schedule). Be clear about expectations of 
punctuality or other policies, and detail to whom, specifical-
ly, the new hire reports. Have two copies ready to be signed 
by both parties. This “ceremony” will remind both hirer and 
hiree that this is a real job, even if it’s unpaid or temporary. 
It’s also a respectful point of reference if someone feels one 
end isn’t being held up.

HAVE A HANDBOOK
Wheel-reinventors, take heed: the time invested in creating 
a staff handbook will pay you back a hundredfold in spared 
effort later. The handbook should cover all the nitty-gritty 
details—phone and email protocol, changing the toner car-
tridge—along with “insider” tips on fact-checking sources, 
or efficient hacks for the server. Let experienced staff draft 
the manual’s outline, then keep it on a shared drive and 
encourage volunteers and interns to expand on it themselves. 
Review it every few months for accuracy and see your maga-
zine’s operations through the eyes of your interns.

RETAINING AND REWARDING PEOPLE
A new hire or intern is an investment: for the first 6 weeks, 
you are spending your time and experience on them. Over 
the subsequent weeks, as they become comfortable and 

confident, they will start paying it back—with ideas, writ-
ing, training new hires in turn, and taking initiative. While 
money isn’t usually a top motivator for this sector, you can 
reward your volunteers and junior staffers by fulfilling five 
needs:

1. TO ALWAYS BE LEARNING AND DEVELOPING SKILLS
Hold quarterly in-house courses on specific writing, editing, 
production or design skills, open to all team members, and 
make sure they are aware of other industry and professional 
development resources they may be eligible for. Offer help to 
find grants or bursaries.

2. TO HAVE THE OPPORTUNITY TO DO SOMETHING 
CHALLENGING OR INTERESTING
Google had a famous 80/20 policy: staff were directed to 
spend 80% of time on their job description, and 20% on 
creative pet projects of their choosing. It’s a chance to impress 
you.

3. TO HAVE THE ABILITY TO MANAGE WHAT THEY ARE 
RESPONSIBLE FOR
Take the leap of trust. If a team member is responsible for a 
task—say, putting together a contributor party—give them 
the authority to make decisions and move forward with the 
work. Don’t hover or micromanage, but check in periodically 
to see if things are progressing smoothly.

4. TO BE GIVEN RESPECT AND RECOGNITION
Let everyone know in day-to-day ways that their contribu-
tion is appreciated. When someone does something amaz-
ing, acknowledge it to them and others. Pro tip: keep notes of 
these accomplishments for future letters of reference. 

5. AND TO CONTRIBUTE TO SOMETHING THEY THINK IS 
GREAT
There is nothing more exciting for a new person at a maga-
zine than to see an issue they worked on show up in their 
own mailbox. Nurture and treasure that excitement. 
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COACHING FOR SUCCESS
Acting as a coach as much as a manager can help your people 
constantly improve within a positive relationship, rather 
than a critical one. The secret is constant communication. 
New staff should receive daily feedback for those first few 
confusing days on the job, then weekly for the next few 
weeks, tapering to monthly in the first 3 months. Longer-
term relationships with volunteers and paid staff need 
regular two-way performance reviews. After the publication 
of each new issue, hold post-mortem meetings to make sure 
you’re all meeting immediate goals, and larger operations 
might consider adding quarterly or bi-annual “town hall” 
style meetings to quell rumours, applaud successes, and 
reinforce the magazine’s mission. 

SAYING GOODBYE
There always comes a time to say goodbye, but that’s hardly 
the time to stop communicating. Conduct an exit interview 
with every departing staff, volunteer and intern, process 
any necessary paperwork, and offer to act as a reference (or 
even provide a letter or testimonial for their portfolio). Take 
the time to acknowledge their contribution with a group 
presentation or a small, end-of-day toast. If things went well, 
this is also an opportunity to encourage them to pitch ideas 
in future. You never know who’ll reappear as a highly skilled 
and appreciative asset down the road.


