





organizational issues that influence our volunteer retention:
—QOur ability to adapt to change
—The openness of our organizational boundaries
—The inclusiveness of our agency community
—Our organization’s response to diversity—of people and
opinions
—The issue of gender: men and women
—Our ability to balance “the professional” and “the personal”
—Our organizational maturity or developmental stage, and
—0Our organizational culture

Not just our volunteer retention, but even our very organi-
zational survival may depend upon our ability to retain the
vitality of our volunteer involvement in our community agen-
cies.

The Answers: For the People Who Work
With People

A critical challenge for people working with volunteers is to
keep current about people. The preceding information, for
instance, is good for now, but it will not work forever. Change
is as foreseeable as death and taxes. But one advantage of
living in this quick-paced information/communication age is
that we do have access to accurate and up-to-date informa-
tion.

If I have learned anything at all in this field of working with

people as volunteers, it is that no one way works for every-
one, and that no one way works everywhere and every time.
And I have learned that my best source of information about
how to adapt—no matter to whom, where and when—is to
keep current with information, and that the best information
is from and about people. So, if I may leave you with three
suggestions, they are as follows:
1. Devour information about demographics and trends. Right
now we are especially fortunate—newspapers and magazines
are publishing 1990 census data with gradually more cross-
cuts and analyses of people and demographics. Read books
(such as Megatrends 2000 by Naisbett and Aburdene) and
articles (such as the ones about the shrinking middle class in
Newsweek or volunteer management in this journal) covering
trends and issues. Read about developmental issues related
to people, such as about adult stages of development in Pas-
sages (Gail Sheehy), or gender-related issues in Necessary
Losses (Judith Viorst) or Iron John (Robert Bly). Read informa-
tion from other fields, such as advertising, economics and the
natural sciences. Your volunteers come from these fields, and
discoveries in one field are often applications of knowledge
learned from another discipline. Become more aware of cus-
toms in different cultures, and at the same time, treat your-
self: Read a novel, such as The Joy Luck Club (Amy Tan) or
Jasmine (Bharati Mukherijee).

Play with that information. Practice applying what you
learn about people (people now and projections about people
in the future) to what might interest them, recruit them and
retain them as volunteers.

2. Get to know your constituents, and remember that every-
one is a potential volunteer. Get out there among people, and
pay attention. Look, watch and listen. Ride the buses, sit in a
park, go to a ball game, hang out with kids, spend a day in a
courtroom, help out at a senior center, go to a supermarket in
the middle of the day and in the middle of the night, visit a
church or a synagogue or a mosque. Learn from the people
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yours, with something to teach you about who they are,
what’s important to them, how they like to do things. Become
a lifelong student of people. Remember that people are your
constituents.

3. When you don’t know, ask the people. No matter how
much you know now, or how much you learn in the future,
you will never know it all. If you're like me, you may be
discovering with age (and two teenagers at home!) how little
you know. But, fortunately (or just in time!), I learned an
invaluable lesson in this field: People volunteer not only to
do hands-on tasks, but also to share information, viewpoints
and suggestions. So, when you don’t know, find people who
do, and ask them for help.

Do what you already do best—ask people to volunteer. Ask
them to share their information, to help you problem-solve or
plan. Discuss your questions with your colleagues—call
them, meet with them, and listen to their responses. Attend
meetings of directors of volunteers, conferences on volunteer
management, and workshops on problem-solving or group
dynamics.

And don't forget to ask your volunteers, when you want to
know something about the volunteer experience or program
in your agency. Also, ask potential volunteers whom you
would like to recruit—to help you learn, understand, plan a
recruitment strategy, or undertake outreach to a community
to which they have some access or affinity.

And always remember to start with the people. People are
our best sources of information about volunteering. For, after
all, volunteers—and people who work with them—are peo-
ple first.
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