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Paying Volunteers Frequently Asked Questions 

 Updated 6.2011  

THIS DOCUMENT CONTAINS NON-EXHAUSTIVE GENERAL LEGAL INFORMATION AND DOES 
NOT CONSTITUTE LEGAL ADVICE OR ESTABLISH A LAWYER-CLIENT RELATIONSHIP.  ALL 4-H 
ORGANIZATIONS PAYING VOLUNTEERS BEYOND REIMBURSEMENT FOR ALLOWABLE 
EXPENSES SHOULD OBTAIN OUTSIDE LEGAL ADVICE. 

1.  Can a 4-H Organization pay a volunteer? 

If a 4-H Organization wants to pay a volunteer beyond reimbursement for expenses, that payment 
may result in at least three unwanted legal consequences: 

A) The paid volunteer will lose protections for legal liability arising from the volunteer’s conduct. 
B) The paid volunteer may become an employee of the 4-H Organization, and then the 4-H 

Organization will be legally responsible for complying with all laws and regulations regarding 
employer/employee relationships. 

C) The 4-H Organization and the paid volunteer will become responsible for complying with all 
tax regulations regarding the payment to the volunteer. 

2. What special obligations are placed on 4-H Organizations who are part of UW-Extension’s 
group tax exemption, if they pay individuals for their services? 

As part of its responsibilities for its group tax exemption, the UW-Extension must monitor all 
arrangements to pay individuals with 4-H funds, beyond reimbursement for allowable, actual 
expenses.  Agreements by 4-H Organizations to pay individuals for services should only be made 
in those rare instances when an individual is providing certain specified expert services to the 4-H 
Organization, such as a camp manager.  Payments to an individual for acting as a food stand 
manager or a treasurer should only be made if that person has some special expertise in food 
preparation or handling money, or if those services could not otherwise be obtained from a 
volunteer.  4-H Organizations are not to be seen as a source of supplemental income for 
volunteers. 

Any 4-H Organizations who are part of the UW-Extension group tax exemption must have a 
written agreement with the individual receiving payment that meets the following conditions.  See 
Sample Agreement. 

A) That agreement must specifically state: i) the 4-H Organization’s expectations for the services 
to be performed, ii) the time line for their completion, iii) the provisions for supervision, and iv) 
the exact amount of money being paid out. 

B) That document must be acceptable to and signed by i) an authorized representative of the 4-
H Organization, ii) the 4-H Youth Development Educator, and iii) the individual receiving 
payment. 

4-H Organizations must make the 4-H Youth Development Educator aware when the individual 
receiving payment performed the services outlined in the written document.  Additionally, such 
arrangements must comply with all of the other requirements stated in this document, including all 
necessary tax reporting.  4-H Organizations should consult with outside legal counsel to 
determine the tax consequences of any arrangement to pay an individual for services rendered. 
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3. What are some of the liability protections a paid volunteer will lose?   

Volunteers are provided liability protection under Wisconsin State Law and Federal Laws when 
providing service within their role description. Under the Federal Volunteer Protection Act of 1997, 
volunteers can be paid for their services up to $500 and still be covered by the limited protections 
granted under that law.  In Wisconsin, once a volunteer receives any money beyond covering 
expenses incurred within their volunteer service, they will lose the more expansive liability 
protection provided by Wisconsin Laws.  It is important to note that the federal and state laws 
provide liability protection to the volunteer and not to the 4-H Organizations nor to UW-Extension 
or the County. 

4. Will the liability insurance provided to 4-H volunteers cover volunteers that receive a 
stipend or some type of financial payment beyond reimbursement for expenses? 

The majority of Wisconsin counties are covered by County Mutual Insurance Corporation 
(WCMIC) or Wisconsin Municipal Mutual Insurance Company (WIMMIC). Both companies 
provide volunteer liability coverage at no additional cost provided locally established procedures 
are followed by 4-H volunteers.  

Communication from both WCMIC and WIMMIC representatives indicate they would cover any 
employee or expressly authorized volunteer of the county if they are insured under these policies.  
County Extension programs that are purchasing liability insurance for volunteers would need to 
seek clarification from the company directly.   

5. What are some considerations for a 4-H Leaders Organization or Group which pays a 
volunteer beyond reimbursement of expenses? 

4-H Organizations are strongly cautioned against becoming employers.  If 4-H organizations pay 
volunteers, they may establish an employment relationship, and they would need to comply with 
all employee laws including Equal Employment Opportunity (EEO) policies, pay and benefit laws 
including workers compensation, unemployment, and fair labor standards, and other applicable 
laws.  They also may assume liability for the employee, their rights and their work.  The 4-H 
Organization should seek appropriate legal and accounting advice before paying a volunteer 
beyond reimbursement of expenses. 

An employer/employee relationship may be established when a person is given physical space at 
a place of work, given direction for their work duties by someone, supervised for their work and 
paid for their work.  If these criteria are not met, but the 4-H organization still pays a volunteer, 
that volunteer may be an independent contractor.  Paying a volunteer for out-of-pocket expenses 
does not constitute paying them for their work.   

6. Can a 4-H Organization hire an independent contractor?   

Yes, however, if the 4-H Organization hires an independent contractor for services, it is cautioned 
to investigate all risks before making this decision.  The 4-H Organization would take 
responsibility for the work being completed, oversight for the quality of the work, compliance with 
the UW-Extension and 4-H Youth Development mission and policies and other applicable laws.  
The 4-H Organization will be expected to get outside legal guidance on the risks they would face 
as well as assistance in the development of a contract, because a person hired as an 
independent contractor may be considered an employee by the IRS or other government 
agencies. 



3 
 

7. What are some of the tax obligations if a 4-H Organization provides a stipend, honorarium 
or financial gift to a volunteer? 

Nonprofit organizations that are exempt from federal income tax can pay an employee less than 
$100 in a calendar year and not have it subject to social security and Medicare taxes.  
(Department of the Treasury, IRS Publication 15-A, page 9, http://www.irs.gov/pub/irs-
pdf/p15a.pdf ) 

Fees, honoraria, stipends, must be tracked.  Cumulative payments $600 and over, to an 
individual, in any tax year (calendar year), must be reported to the IRS and the individual MUST 
receive an IRS form 1099 by January 31 of the following tax year.  It is the responsibility of the 
individual to report any cumulative payments less than $600 to the IRS. Reimbursement for 
allowable expenses incurred by the volunteer used to conduct the service would not have any tax 
consequences. 

When providing a stipend or honorarium for a judge, the 4-H Organization should provide the 
volunteer with a letter outlining their responsibilities and accountability to the Organization.   
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