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Introduction 

Thll.e.e. ye.a.JU, a.go, an unu6ual appJtoac.h :to 
volu.ntee/Llom W£t6 ,i,nt,ti:tu,t.e.d ,in N w Y 01tk Cliy. 
A p1t.o j e.c.:t, cali.e.d :the. Second Ct11tee/L6 Volu.n
:te.e.Jt PJtogJt.am, W£t6 .&e;t u.p to .&eJr.ve. :the. vM:t 
pool 06 Jtet-iJLe.u who.&e. .&h..ii.RA a.nd e.xpeJU.e.nce., 
coupled wlth nw-6ou.nd :lime. a.nd lwu.1t.e., 
e.qu,ippe.d :them wlth wilqu.e. Jt.eA ou.1t.cu whlch 
could be. e.66e.c:tlvety pu,t. :to Me.-in:the. eliy'.& 
many goveJr.nme.nt age.nuu a.nd non-pJto6li 
01tgan.lza;tio111:,. For New Yorkers, this was an 
innovative, unusual concept and, because of 
rapidly rising costs and a proliferation of 
both governmental and non-governmental agen
cies, an idea whose time had indeed come. 
Here was a means of mobilizing until now an 
untapped resource of competent and trained 
mature adult, many of whom were eager to 
donate their talent and time to the perform
ance of necessary tasks in some meaningful 
project. 

Rationale 

The pilot program was a special project of 
the Mayor's Voluntary Action Center, the 

stone, be.601t.e. hell. Jtet-iAeme.nt, W£t6 a.n editoll. 
a,t. GJtoUeJr. Pu.bUAhlng Company. She. jo-ine.d 
the Second Ct11te.e/L6 Volu.nte.eJt. Pll.ogJt.am M M.60-
ua-t.e. cliJte.c.:tOJt ,in Ja.nu.t11t.y 19 79 a.nd ,i,n,i,.t,ia;te.d 
.&e.veJttll pll.oje.w 6oJt :the. p1tog1t.a.m -inctu.cUng 
plt.e.pallat,lon 06 ma.t.eJri.al,.t, 601t. 1tt1dlo pJr.Omoilon 
and Wlvlting a.nd e.cllt,ing a. new6letteJr. .& e.nt 
peJU.odi..eali.y :to .6 e.veJttll hu.ndJr.ed pJtogJt.am ptllt.
-ti.upant.6. She. .l.6 cu.Jt.Jt.en:tly Wlvlting a. hand
book whlch w.iU .&eJr.ve Ma. guide. :to the. .&vw.c.
:twung 06 a Second Ct11te.e/L6 Volu.nte.eJt. P1tog1t.a.m. 

Vdma.n.6, a.n M.&oua-t.e. cliJte.c.:tOJt o 6 the. Se.c.o nd 
Ct11te.e/L6 Volunte.e1t. P1Log1t.a.m, jo-ine.d :the. pJtogJt.am 
M a volunte.ell. ,in Fe.b1tu.t11t.y 1979. She. .l.6 a. 
p.oycholog.l.6t wlih degJte.u 6Jtom Arrl6:te1t.da.m Un,l
ve/t.6-U:.y and the. P,U1.ge;t 1111:,ti:tu,t.e. 06 Geneva. 
Un,lve/t.6-U:.y. She. hold.& a mM:teJr. '.o deg1te.e. ,in 
ge1t.ontology 6Jtom Colu.mb,Ul._ Un,lve/l.6-U:.y. 
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central agency for volunteer referral in New 
York City. For several years, the Mayor's 
Voluntary Action Center had been placing 
people of all ages in a wide variety of vol
unteer jobs. But many of those who applied 
were still working at paid employment and 
had limited time to give or had little speci
fic experience and few professional skills 
to bring to the specialization job requests 
that were being received by the center in 
ever-increasing numbers. Active, mature 
people, retirees from business and profes
sional life, seemed to offer a unique volun
teer pool, and so, with a three-year grant 
from The Edna McConne 11 Clark Foundation, 
the Second Careers Volunteer Program was 
organized with the specific goal of placing 
retirees with backgrounds in the law, medi
cine, accounting, business, teaching and 
many other fields in interesting, meaningful 
volunteer assignments. 

Procedure 

The first step was to set up an office 
with an administrative staff. Space was 
donated by the city, a director and part
time secretary were engaged, and within a 
short time five or six retirees joined the 
project in various capacities - as inter
viewers, public relations coordinators and 
job developers. The next steps involved 
accumulating a s i zab 1 e file of speci a 1 i zed 
assignments and publicizing the need for vol
unteers within the growing community of re
tirees. Over 400 retirees have requested 
job interviews and have been referred to 
volunteer assignments s i nee the program's 
inception. The job request files are growing 
in number and improving in qua 1 i ty of the 
assignments as the work of the project is 
becoming better known, and a steady stream 
of retirees continue to seek placement. 

Recently, the program undertook a compre
hensive study to obtain a precise evaluation 
of its work· thus far. Toward this end, a 



scientific questionnaire was devised and 
ana 1 yzed by co-author Edi th Ve 1 mans, a geron
tologist and associate di rector of the pro
gram. The questionnaire, to be completed 
anonymously, was sent to 171 retirees who had 
registered with the project since it opened 
its doors. It was detailed and somewhat com
plicated, and its completion required con
siderable time and thought. A surprisingly 
high number of volunteers took pains to fill 
out the forms, more than enough to provide a 
meaningful sample. The results of this study* 
offer illuminating insights not only into the 
areas of success and fa i 1 ure of the Second 
Careers Volunteer Program, however, in addi
tion, many of the conclusions that were re
vealed can be extrapolated and applied to the 
broad field of volunteerism in general. 

The IO-page questionnaire form was designed 
to obtain a wide range of information from 
the respondents. The first group of questions 
dealt with the volunteers' attitudes toward 
the program and the reasons for their parti ci -
pation. Respondents were asked to indicate 
their reactions on a 0-to-10 scale that 
ranged from Not At All Important to Very 'Im
tortant in response to certain statements 
i.e., "I'mjust interested in keeping busy, 11 

11 I am interested in supporting my conununi ty 11
). 

The next group of questions related directly 
to the assignments offered to the vo 1 unteer 
- how rewarding the assignment was; whether 
adequate training was provided; whether the 
work of the volunteer was appreciated. Also 
examined were the volunteers' attitudes 
toward retirement in general - the reasons 
that led to retirement; what hazards retire
ment posed; whether retirement had been vol
untary or mandatory. A fi na 1 section was 
designed to obtain a persona 1 profi 1 e of the 
volunteer in terms of age, sex, education, 
family situation, and interests. 

Within a month from the date of mailing, 
109 questionnaires were returned to the Second 
Careers Volunteer Program office, and of these 
104 had been completed. The response~ were 
then coded and analyzed by computer. The 
information contained in this article is 
based on conclusions and analysis of the 
Velmans Study. 

Analysis of Data 

By far the greatest number of men and women 
who sought volunteer assignments through the 
Second Careers Vo 1 unteer Program - about 80% 
of the total number of applicants - were 
white middle- and upper-class professionals. 
The program attracted few Blacks, Hispanics, 
and other minorities. Six percent of the re
spondents were under 60 years of age; 58% 
were in their 60s, 34% were· in their 70s, and 
2% were over 80. In the 50 to 70 age group, 
women outnumbered men and in the 70 and o 1 der 
range, men outnumbered women, while ove~all 
the sex division was about equal. Quest1ons 
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relating to marital status revealed that 45% 
of the applicants are married, 30% are 
widowed, and the remaining 25% are single, 
separated or divorced. 

Women .tend .to .6 eek volwiteeJL M.6.ignme.n.t.6 
muc.h .6ooneJL a.6.teJL .the.i.JL Jr.e.ti.Jr.emen.t da:te .t.ha.n 
do men. Most of the males involved in the 
study waited an average of four years before 
seeking volunteer work. These figures seem 
to suggest that women retirees prefer to con
tinue with their work routines whi 1 e men 
prefer to devote their ti me to hobbies or 
some type of part-time employment. Of all 
those still engaged in some part-time work, 
men outnumbered women three to one. 

Several questions in the study related 
speci fi cal ly to the retirees I reasons for 
becoming volunteers. For example, respond
ents were asked to state their reactions, on 
a O-to-10 scale, to statements such as: 

Following are different explana
tions that people have given us 
as reasons why they are partici
pating in the Second Careers 
Volunteer Program. For each of 
these, please tell us - using 
the rating scales - how impor
tant these are to you personally 
as reasons why you have been 
participating. 

Not At All 
Important 
To Me 

Somewhat Very 
Important Important 
To Me To Me 

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 
I'm just interested in keeping 
busy. 
I am interested in supporting my 
community in an active way. 
I am participating because I 
feel New York City is in trouble 
and I would like to help out in 
some way. 
I have volunteered because I am 
interested in exploring new ways 
of life. 
I am participating simply because 
I view this as an appropriate 
retirement activity. 
I chose to vo 1 unteer because I 
am interested in meeting new and 
different people. 
I chose to volunteer now, but 
would rather find paid work than 
volunteer work. 
I am participating because I was 
bored with having little to do 
now that I am retired. 
I chose to volunteer because I 



want a new area of interest or 
would like to attain a new skill. 

I am participating because I 
hope to find paid work through 
volunteering. 

Other reasons {please specify): 

The results indicate that volu.n;t:eeM Welle 
equ.ai.ly a.o c.on.c.eJLned wUh "cucUn.g :the c.ommun
Uy" a.o :they we1r.e wUh ".& eefung new me.ruu.ng 
-ln Uv-lng." A question relating to volunteer 
work as a possible means of re-entry into 
paid employment registered by far the lowest 
average importance, at levels substantially 
below "somewhat important." Blc.oken down -in:to 
.6 ex cU.66 eJLenc.u, volu.n;t:eeJU.ng a.o "a wa.y to 
keep bu.6 y" wa.o moll.e -lmpo'1.-tan:t to men than to 
women and slightly more men than women made 
up the sma 11 group of those who answered 
affirmatively the question about eventually 
finding paid work, while moll.e women than men 
Welle. -ln..t.e1r.uted ,ln hei.p-ln.g the. c.ommun-l.t.y, but 
mOJte men :than women Welle. -in:te1r.ute.d ,ln hei.p-lng 
New Yo.1tk Cily. The age bll.eakdown ll.evealed 
:that a majoilly 06 .ll.etiJr.ee.& ovell 70 c.ho.&e. 
volu.n;t:eell.-lng a.o a way to keep bu.6 y, while. 
tho.&e ,ln the 50+ g.1toup plac.ed pll.-lma.1ty -lmpoll.
-tan.c.e on the du-lll.e to hei.p the c.Uy and .t.o 
devei.op new -in:telle.&.t..6 and .&oe,,la,,l ll.ei.aUon
.&h-lp.6. 

Another group of questions related to 
general attitudes toward retirement and were 
measured by responses to the following state
ments: 

The following statements all deal 
in some way with retirement. 
Pl ease tell us how strongly you 
agree or disagree with each of 
them. 

Strongly 
Disagree Uncertain Strongly 

Agree 

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 
For me personally, retirement was 
a crisis in my life. 

I began planning for retirement 
quite a few years ago. 

I view my retirement years as a 
time of great potential fulfill
ment and involvement. 

A concern that I have about re
tirement is that I may be too idle 
and that the things that I do may 
be deemed by some as of l i tt le 
value. 

Volunteer work for those who are 
retired can be seen by some as 
demeaning. 
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In our society, we tend to neg-
1 ect and ignore those who are re
tired. 

I retired because I did not want 
to work any more. 

My retirement was mandatory, not 
voluntary. 

In analyzing the responses in this area, 
Mrs. Velmans found that the .6:tlLongut agll.ee
men.t. a.o a whole appea.1ted -ln an.&Well. to :the 
.&tat.em en.t. ".1tet1Jr.eme.n.t. -l.6 a .t.-lme o 6 g.ll.ea.t. 
potential." She al so found i ndi cations of 
some positive relationship between that 
statement and the following one - "I planned 
my retirement years ago, 11 though differences 
in mean scores in these two statements sug
gest that al though people might anticipate 
retirement, it does not necessarily follow 
that they will make concrete plans for it. 

At least four times as many participants 
looked at retirement as a time of ·potential 
fulfillment as those who did not, while the 
number of respondents who feared idleness or 
regarded involvement in activities as being 
of little value was almost equal to those 
who did not. This measurement seems to in
dicate that looking forward to retirement 
does not necessarily exclude feelings of 
crisis. A significant minority was concerned 
that retirement would mean either idleness 
or considerable diminution of value. 

Predictably, these general attitudes toward 
retirement bear a close relationship to the 
way in which retirees view the work of the 
Second Careers Volunteer Program specifi
cally. Tho.6e people who v-lew ll.WJLe.men.t. a.o 
a .t.-lme 06 potential 6ul6il.imen.t. and who 
be.Lle.ve that they have .&ome.t.h-lng valuable to 
c.on..t.Jubute. Me :tho.&e. who ll.e.&pond mo.&.t po.6-l
:tlvei.y to the woll.k 06 the pll.ojec..t. Converse
ly, those who see retirement as a time of 
problems and conflicts regard the program's 
goals with a greater amount of reservation 
and skepticism. The satisfaction factor is 
closely linked to how people view themselves 
in retirement. 

One section of the questionnaire sought to 
elicit vol unteers ' evaluations of how the 
Second Careers Volunteer Program functioned 
in specific areas - how the staff performed 
at i ni ti al interviews; what kind of vol un
teer. assignments were offered; how they 
appraised their most recent job assignments. 
For example, respondents were asked, "How 
would you describe the attitude of the staff 
when you first talked to them about a job 
assignment? 11 Over 71 % i ndi ca ted that they 
considered the attitude of the staff very 
helpful and cooperative; about 14 % scored 
the staff between somewhat and very helpful; 
about 10% found them only somewhat helpful 
and one person {1%) was dissatisfied. 



O:the1t 6a.ctolL6 ,that be.all. a dlJz.ect Jtei.a:tlon
.6 klp ,to 1te.till.eu ' a,t;t,i;tudu towaJc.d vol.un
,tecvung Me age, phy.6-lcai. he.ai.:th, and Uv-lng 
a.JVr.a.ngeme.nt.&. Those participants in the 
youngest age group (50 to -70) tended to be 
more critical of the program and more diffi
cult to place in jobs they considered satis
fying than those in the older groups. The 
moi,,t Jtea.d.1.i.y 1,a:tu, 0-led g1toup Welte ,thoi, e -ln 
,the bu,t phy-0-lcai. conc:lltlon. People living 
with spouses were less enthusiastic than 
those living alone. This last finding might 
indicate that people with limited or no com
panionship not only have fewer options, but 
also have fewer responsibilities and more 
leisure time to give. Mrs. Velmans1 findings 
showed that, in general, retired people are 
willing to spend a reasonable amount of time 
doing volunteer work, provided they feel 
that they are making a significant contribu
tion. Given certain factors - proximity to 
home, pleasant atmosphere and the interest of 
work - retirees are willing to spend a large 
portion of their leisure time volunteering. 
A majority of the questionnaire respondents 
worked three or more days a week. 

In app1UU,.6-lng ,thw mo.ti,t 1tecen,t job M.6-lgn
men;U, :the key 0ac:toll. 1,eemed to bewhe;the1t oil. 
no,t ,the paJt:ti.c,lpa.n:t.6 6eU :that :they Welte 
mak-lng a mea.n-lng6ul. con,tJt,lbu:tlon, and not 
jM,t pe1t6ollmlng "bMy wo1tk." A significant 
number felt that what they were accomplishing 
was rewarding and useful to the agency and 
helped to decrease its workload. Whether the 
work was rewarding to the volunteers them
selves was another matter, and one not so 
affirmatively stated. 

In connection with your most 
recent voluntary job assignment, 
pl ease tell us how strongly you 
agree or disagree with each of 
the following statements. If the 
statement does not apply to you, 
just circle the number 5. 

Strongly 
Disagree 

Uncertain/ Strongly 
Doesn't Apply Agree 

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 

The assignment was rewarding and 
useful to me personally. 
The assignment was rewarding and 
useful to the agency that supplied 
me with work. 
The location of the job assign
ment was important to me. 
The job description I was given 
did not at all match the actual 
assignment I was asked to carry 
out. 
I felt that I was not given ade
quate training to carry out the 
assignment asked of me. 
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Volunteers at the agency to which 
I was assigned are not treated as 
well as are paid employees. 
At this job assignment, I felt I 
was contributing in a cons·tructi ve 
and meaningful way to the work 
load. 
At this job, I felt I was just 
being given "busy work" because I 
am retired and am a volunteer. 
The job assignment ended up a 
burden for me, because of the 
personal costs involved in getting 
to and from work. 
At this job, I feel I attained a 
second career and learned new 
skills. 
In this assignment I had diffi
culty adjusting to a role of a 
subordinate. 
In the assignment I was given, I 
did not really feel needed; only 
tolerated. 
In this job, I wish I had received 
compensation for carfare or for 
my luncheon expenses. 

Conclusion and Recommendations 

The results of the in-depth study under
taken by the Second Careers Volunteer Pro
gram point up certain conclusions that are 
applicable to any project of a similar 
nature. There is no doubt that the caliber 
of volunteers such a program attracts is 
superior, and that city agencies and non
profit organizations could turn to these 
programs as a source of competent, wi 11 i ng, 
conscientious volunteers to fill assignments 
where certain specific skills are necessary. 
Realistically, no retiree volunteer program 
can be expected to place every applicant in 
the most appropriate assignment. But with 
proper interviewing, sensitive treatment, 
and good rapport with agency volunteer coord
inators, a program focusing on placement of 
skilled retirees can be a valuable source of 
specialized assignments for volunteers and a 
va 1 uab le source of expertise for government 
agencies and non-profit organizations. 

The role of the agency volunteer coordina
tor in providing accurate job descriptions 
cannot be overestimated. One of the serious 
hazards to any retiree volunteer program is 
that information supplied by the coordinator 
about available assignments is not specific 
enough and so sometimes misleading. Through 
repeated contacts with interviewers and 
field representatives of the retiree program, 
coordinators can request the specific skills 
their agencies need. In addition, coordina
tors can, through adequate orientation, on
the-job training and personal supervision, 
increase the potential of the volunteers 



sent to them. The more accurate the job 
description and the more thorough the orien
tation to the agency and its need for the 
volunteers, the better satisfied will re
tirees be with their assignments and the 
agencies with the vol un_teers I performance. 

Perhaps in no other area of volunteer work 
do attitudes - both of the volunteer and of 
the coordinator - play a greater role. 
Reference has been made to how volunteers 1 

views of retirement affect their feelings 
about their assignments. Attitudes of co
ordinators toward these volunteers are no 
less important. A primary responsibility of 
coordinators is to impress upon salaried 
staff the fact that these volunteers will in 
no way threaten their positions. The Second 
Careers Volunteer Program referrals a re to 
supplement not replace paid staff. This 
direct approach should go a long way toward 
removing feelings of antagonism in what 
mjght otherwise be a delicate situation. The 
atmosphere in which the volunteers work, the 
way in which they are regarded by their co-
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workers, supervisor and by the coordinator, 
al 1 of these factors play an enormously im
portant role in the satisfaction volunteers 
find in their work and in the 1 eve l of com
petence and performance the agencies can ex
pect. 

*11An Evaluation Study of Second Careers Vol
unteer Program (of the Mayor's Voluntary 
Action Center) by Edith Velmans11 

{c) Edith Velmans, 1980. 

For further information, please contact: 

Second Careers Volunteer Program 
51 Chambers Street, Room 1215 
New York, NY 10007 

Telephone: (212) 566-1808 


