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Volunteering is an American tra-
dition and an historical right of all
citizens. Everyone deserves an op-
portunity to contribute voluntarily to
the community. It has long been
recognized that individuals derive
personal benefits from their volun-
teer experiences, while at the same
time serving their communities. Eth-
nic, racial, religious, and other fac-
tors ideally should not affect access
to volunteerism.

To assure greater access to volun-
teer participation it is necessary to
examine these questions.

¥  Why is it important to pro-
vide access to volunteer par-
ticipation for all people?
What are the benefits to in-
dividuals and organizations?

*¥ Do the principles of affirma-
tive action and equal oppor-
tunity apply to volunteer po-
sitions?

*  What are some of the bar-
riers that limit volunteer
participation? What steps
can be taken to minimize
these barriers?

Equal opportunity and affirmative
action are intended to assure that
everyone has a fair chance to com-
pete for and participate in paid and
unpaid activities. Equal opportunity

means that an organization makes
known its intent to provide open
access to participation and follows
through on this intent. Affirmative
Action is a carefully thought through
remedial obligation to implement a
specific plan for improving oppor-
tunities for groups which have been
deprived of opportunities in the past.
An affirmative action plan includes
policies, procedures and action steps
which will result in participation by
members of a range of minorities and
special groups.

Many organizations are forbidden
by law to discriminate on the basis of
race, color, creed, religion, national
origin, sex, marital status, status
with regard to public assistance, dis-
ability, or age. Persons wanting in-
formation or clarification about the
Human Rights Act or Civil Rights
Laws should contact the department
in their state responsible for Civil
Rights.

When considering access to par-
ticipation in the voluntary sector, it
is worthwhile to examine implica-
tions of volunteering for individuals.
Many people believe that volunteer
work contributes significantly to
one's skills and self-esteem. Day-to-
day learning which occurs "on the
volunteer job" advances the volun-
teer's personal development, expands
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his/her network of contacts and
makes possible experiences which can
be documented for future paid em-
ployment and academic credit. In
addition, participation in volunteer
activities is a significant way to ex-
ercise one's constitutional rights
through participation in actions and
decision-making which affect their
own lives. These opportunities en-
hance a person's capability for self-
help and can greatly strengthen one's
ability to be self-sufficient and in-
dependent.

Since access to volunteer partici-
pation leads to positive benefits, in-
dividuals who are unable to access
volunteer positions will be deprived
of these potential benefits. Without
equal access to volunteering, the pos-
sibility exists that the gaps will
widen between those who are cur-
rently able to volunteer and those
who are not.

The impact of accessibility to
volunteering is profound, not only for
the volunteer, but also for organiza-
tions which depend upon volunteers
for the delivery of services. By tap-
ping into the full range of human
resources from all segments of so-
ciety, an organization will secure
more volunteers. Open participation
will develop a cadre of volunteers
with diverse skills, backgrounds, and
perspectives. These volunteers will
fulfill unique needs that could not be
addressed as effectively through
other means. For example, a volun-
teer who has recovered from a seri-
ous accident and has learned to adapt
to resulting disabilities, could offer a
positive role model for a person in a
like situation. In addition, the re-
sources of a mix of volunteers will
provide valuable insights into the
needs, feelings, and desires of the
organization's clientele.

Many impediments exist which
make it difficult for certain people
to volunteer. Examples of these im-
pediments include volunteer-related
expenses such as costs for transpor-
tation, child care, meals, parking,
training, materials, and so forth.

People with physical disabilities may
find that there are inadequate ac-
commodations, which make it hard or
impossible to volunteer. Also, in-
ability to coordinate one's volunteer
and work schedules may limit access
to volunteering.

Beyond these more obvious road-
blocks, there is a range of subtle
barriers to volunteering. People may
not be aware of opportunities to vol-
unteer; or, the benefits of volun-
teering. They might not know that
the organization sincerely welcomes
and needs their participation. Some
individuals may feel that they are not
qualified or competent to do a job for
which they could be trained. Others
may fear being rejected from a vol-
unteer position.

There are a number of steps
which can be taken to help minimize
barriers to volunteering. One of
these steps is to defray prohibitive
expenses of volunteers. (For or-
ganizations with limited budgets, it
may be necessary to raise or seek
funds for this specific purpose.) Phy-
sical barriers might be overcome, for
example, by reserving parking for the
handicapped, moving volunteer work
sites from upper floors to the main
floor of a building, and/or structuring
volunteer positions so that work may
be carried out at the volunteer's
home or residential facility. Men-
tally handicapped volunteers may re-
quire more extensive training and
closer supervision. Creative schedul-
ing of volunteer work hours, or flexi-
bility in the time and place for volun-
teering may encourage potential vol-
unteers to make a commitment.

An examination of an organiza-
tion's promotional pieces and recruit-
ment methods could reveal the need
to redesign appeals geared toward
various segments of the community.
Is the literature of the organization
worded in a way that is clear and
understandable for the specific audi-
ence? Does the feeling of the litera-
ture take into consideration cultural
differences? Do photographs illus-
trate people from a variety of racial,
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age, and other special groups, as well
as both sexes? Does the potential
volunteer want to "volunteer"; or,
would he/she prefer to "lend a hand"
or "help out"? In cases of in-person
(rather than written) appeals, is the
recruiter of a similar background or
circumstance as that of the potential
volunteer? Is the recruiter someone
who can reassure the volunter of
his/her capabilities, acceptance by
the organization, and self-interest in
volunteering? Also, are all of the
"requirements" for the position ab-
solutely essential, or do they create
artificial barriers for some potential
volunteers? Remember, not every-
one reads the newspaper, therefore,
serious outreach requires a variety of
approaches.

To be sure that the volunteer ex-
perience is mutually beneficial and
that there are incentives for people
to volunteer, an organization should
explore the possibility of providing
the following support services for its
volunteers:

* Reimbursement for expenses

Child care

Appropriate placement

Orientation and on-going train-

ing (with college or continuing

education credit where possi-

ble)

Supervision and evaluation

* Documentation of volunteer ex-
perience

* References for employment or
academic credit

* Recognition for achievements

* Opportunities for advancement

X 3k %

*

To effectively reach out to all
segments of the potential volunteer
community, organizations will invest
time, energy and often money. Poli-
cies and procedures will be imple-
mented to stimulate active recruit-
ment and successful retention of a
range of volunteers. Organizations
will actively work toward volunteer
participation which is reflective of
the composition of the community.
Leaders and members of organiza-
tions will strive to become better
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educated about cultural differences
and the needs of special populations.
A serious effort will be made to build
positive attitudes and ensure sensi-
tive behavior throughout all levels of
the organization.

Minnesota Office on Volunteer Services

Department of Administration

Equal Access To Volunteer Participation
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