Third Annual Forum on Boomers and Civic Engagement

Workshop Title:  “You Just Don’t Understand!”  [Preliminary Notes]
Facilitators: Linda J. Camp, Turning Point Consulting; Mary Quirk, Minnesota Association for Volunteer Administration;  and Jackie Connolly, Hennepin County Human Services & Public Health.
Introduction:   Boomer volunteers and non-profit organizations have a lot to offer each other.  All too often, however, they are like ships passing in the night because expectations of the opportunities and each other are not in sync.  Here’s a typical scenario:
The Meeting: 
An eager and enthusiastic recent retiree meets with the Volunteer Coordinator for a medium sized organization that delivers various kinds of services to families.  Armed with a lengthy resume, the potential Boomer volunteer talks about his/her extensive work experience in communications, project management and supervision among other things.  Based on a review of the agency’s web site, the potential volunteer suggests that he/she could best help the organization by overseeing a comprehensive project, such as a communications audit.  He/she talks about wanting a meaningful opportunity that fits within his/her available time [visits to the family cabin are also a priority].
From the other side of the table, the Volunteer Manager is both excited and overwhelmed by what she hears.  While she recognizes the potential value that the volunteer has to offer, she is concerned that the proposed project is not a good fit with the organization.  Furthermore, it may not be well received by other staff.  The Volunteer Manager presents a list of current volunteer opportunities for which people are urgently needed.  Most of these  require strong interpersonal skills but not workplace skills. .  She is not surprised when the potential volunteer turns them down.  She offered one more advanced project level volunteer opportunity that was also turned down. Pressed for time because of a very lengthy “To Do List,” the Manager invites the potential volunteer to complete a volunteer application form and to participate in upcoming volunteer training.  She indicates that she will discuss the project idea with the appropriate staff and will be back in touch soon.
Post-Meeting Thoughts
Though both parties made some inroads through this interaction, for neither individual was the meeting entirely satisfactory.  The Boomer Volunteer has had similar experiences with other agencies, and is very frustrated by the “we’ll get back to you” message that he/she keeps hearing.  He/she doesn’t understand why the agencies don’t seem to recognize what he/she has to offer.  The Volunteer wonders whether to continue investigating options or to go find a part-time job.  Similarly, the Volunteer Manager is keenly aware of the conflict between what the volunteer wants and what her agency  is chartered to do.  She wonders whether it is more important to help the volunteer or to support the agency’s mission.  Unfortunately the current demands on her time leave her little opportunity to figure out a win-win scenario.
WHAT IS REALLY GOING ON HERE?
Participants in this workshop had many ideas about why highly skilled Boomer volunteers and non-profit organizations fail to create effective partnerships at times.  Among the observations were:
The Potential Volunteer:
· Approached the situation like a cold call instead of one that required advanced preparation;
Didn’t seem very interested in and did not understand  the mission of the agency.
May not have selected the appropriate individual for this meeting;
Needs to do his/her homework, and be very clear about  what he/she really wants,  but be open
to  a range of possibilities;
Didn’t listen to  the Coordinator and the Coordinator didn’t listen to the volunteer;
· Came in with an attitude of wanting it all and wanting it now.

The Volunteer Manager: 
· Was desperate to fill volunteer positions  and this was a factor in not hearing what the volunteer had to offer.

· How the non-profit organization structures the role of Volunteer Manager may have an impact.  If the position was defined as being responsible for  placing volunteers throughout the organization , then working with this volunteer would be within her job instead of an “extra “
· The organization does not have other people to work with the volunteers, so any situation that requires extra or different work can create conflicts over priorities.
· Who the skilled volunteer talks with first is important.  Would be better to be talking with someone that could make the volunteer experience happen.

Other:
· The Volunteer  Manager may know that there may be a large pool of Boomer talent available are  and that changes are needed, but the rest of the organization might not.

· Treating Boomers as though they are a homogenous group, all looking for the same thing, feeds the idea Boomers can do whatever they want.  Organizations still need to fill “traditional” volunteer positions.  Some Boomers are looking for such opportunities. The language we use causes stereotypical thinking.
· The dynamic organizations are ready.  It is the ones that don’t have it together to be dynamic that are struggling.

· Preconceived ideas on both sides interfere with hearing what the person is saying.  For example, staff could be thinking the volunteer wants to run the agency, when that would be the last thing the volunteer wants to do.

SOLUTIONS DEVELOPED BY SMALL GROUPS
The participants divided into groups of 5-8.  Their assignment was to select one of the problems identified in the discussion and develop solutions for it.  Below are initial notes from the group .  {To be updated shortly.]
1. Problem: Balancing traditional vs self-directed volunteering   
Solution (s): 
a.  In organizations, get top/down commitment to volunteering
b. Let staff be entrepreneurial
c.  Assign self directed volunteers with capacity building (recruit other volunteers)
d. Clearinghouse
e. Create learning culture (teach one another within organization

What will it take to implement solution(s)?
a. Build awareness within organizations
b. Create networks of organizations
c.  Communicate opportunities and referrals
d. Evaluation appropriate activities
e. Treat volunteers like employees  {look for special skills)

Who Should Be Involved?
a. organization leadership (CEO level)  (teach volunteer management)
b. Program director (take ownership)
c. Volunteers (outline expectations—what is appropriate

2. Problem: Assessing all of the volunteer opportunities within a facility/organization and the best skills needed for the volunteers to fill those needs  (davefi@eathlink.net)
Solution (s) :
a.  Research  other organizations, including social networking
b. Assessment surveys
c. Brainstorming session with other staff
d. Help staff think outside of the box (uses for volunteers)
e. Focus groups of those being served
f. Databases – organization of info
g. Share info with staff—email re: volunteer skill interests
h. Culture of “we are all volunteer coordinators” (needs come from the top and remind as needed)

What will it take? Start with management team and get them on board, have a plan in place, use staff and residents to assess, volunteer recognition, Use a volunteer to help put together this program

3. Problem:  Volunteers need to create a volunteer resume instead of a  “work” resume 

Solution: Class or facilitated discussion should be created

What will it take to implement?

a. A coordinator

b. A place to meet

c. [Apple –concept/model]

Who should be involved? 
Coordinator

Target audience

4. Problem: Funds  needed for skilled volunteers  
Solution: match expectations, start with organization, evaluate paid positions, create new flexibility, opportunities, match skills

What will it take to implement?
a. share examples
b. tools
c. better orientation of volunteers

Who Should Be Involved?
a. Map, Council of Non Profits

b. topic specific

5. Problem: First Time Volunteer  

Solution:  Info and orientation sessions

--volunteers to establish a relationship

--Shorter opportunities

--Be prepared—know your story, know model or volunteer within the organization; be realistic
