

































































tial meeting at a unique location, with an
important guest speaker and issue a non-
transferable invitation.

Special Event: “The Gold Pyramid Recep-
tion.” A builder in the Chicago area with a
five-story home about which everyone
was curious was persuaded to open it for
this event. lllinois Governor Thompson
consented to be the guest speaker. Each
CEO’s picture was taken with the gover-
nor, after which the governor urged sup-
port of the United Way and pointed out,
with a smile, that a United Way represent-
ative would be calling shortly to deliver
the picture personally to the CEO, whom
he hoped would listen to the representa-
tive's story about the benefits of support-
ing the United Way.

(While it may not be possible to involve
someone as important as a governor, as
you explore every avenue of research, a
surprising wealth of potential will soon be-
come apparent.)

Key #2: Explore Every Avenue of
Research

There will always be a tendency, after de-
termining objectives, to dive right in and
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start planning special events. However,
you'll make that process easier if you first
take the time to do some basic research.
To begin with:

m List your community’s assets—i.e., do
you have ariver, lake, parks, unique build-
ings, monuments?

m List all local clubs, organizations, asso-
ciations, groups and the key people in
these organizations.

& List all sporting facilities and teams.

= List the major corporations, particularly
those with a record of community involve-
ment, and your contacts within these com-
panies.

m List all local media.

u |ist all the special events that have been
done locally.

mlist every special event you've ever
heard of being done anywhere.

As your list of local assets grows, so will
the ideas for their use.

Mendecino, California, is a lovely, smali
town on the coast north of San Francisco
noted for its art center and its thriving art-
ist's colony. Some years ago, when the
local Rotary Club decided it needed an
annual fundraiser, they had only to look

among their community’s assets. Works of
art, purchased from or donated by local
artists, are auctioned each year to buyers
who come from all over the state.

Key #3: Build Your Strategies.

For each special event | think might do the
job, | use the following check list:

® End purpose. What is the specific ob-
jective this event is designed to accom-
plish?

® Target audience. Who is to be influ-
enced?

B Tactics. What are the details of the
event, what will it accomplish?

& Responsibility. Who's going to do it?

® Budget. How much will it cost and who
will pay?

Don't be discouraged and think that
“everything has been done!” There's al-
ways something new, or something old
with a new spin on it.

Years ago, when the United States
Olympic hopefuls were suffering from a
lack of funding and training facilities, |
thought | had one answer for providing
additional funds—"The Big Ten Olym-
pics.” As the graduate of a Big Ten school,
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| felt the spring track meet would benefit
with revived interest and improved attend-
ance if it were modeled after the Olym-
pics, with all the color and pizzazz which
people have come to know through watch-
ing the spectacle on television. Part of the
proceeds would be allocated to the U.S.
Olympic Committee. My letter to the Big
Ten Commissioner went unanswered. |
“warehoused" the idea.

Tenyears later, | resurrected the idea as
the “Healthy American Games." In this an-
nual event, employees of 30 companies,
wearing T-shirts featuring their company’s
logo, compete in a variety of games and
events—relays, tug-of-war, volley ball,
swimming, etc. The whole day follows the
Olympic format with a torch-lighting cere-
mony, opening parade, medals for the
winners and certificates for all partici-
pants.

This year, $192,000 was raised in one
day, and the event has become the largest
single-day fundraiser for the U.S. Olympic
Committee.

Key #4. Test Your Selections.

Before you make your final choice, put it to

the following test: Is it worth a dam?

D - Is it do-able? Can you reasonably ex-
pect it to work?

A - Is it affordable? Compared to the prob-
able returns, is the cost worth it?

M - Is it meaningful? Will it help in accom-
plishing your goals?

Some years ago, someone came up
with an idea that at first glance sounded
rather neat: "Hands Across America,” in
which scores of thousands would join
hands all the way across the country.

I'm not sure what the purpose was in-
tended to be, but in any case, it simply
wasn't do-able. (For example, how could
one expect to get thousands of people to
stand along bleak stretches of highway
out West and who would provide the Port-
a-Potties?) Nor was it affordable or mean-
ingful. And it has deservedly sunk into
grateful obscurity.

Key #5: Keep Your Costs Under
Control.

Unpleasant though it may be, everything
has a price, which must be paid, though
not always with cash. While you may not
have all the facts early on, don't delay:

m Put an estimated cost on every element
of the plan.

m Put down your best estimate of where
the money will come from (or in lieu of
cash, who's going to contribute the goods
and services).
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Key #6: Assign Specific Time
Commitments.

Given enough time, you could bail out the
ocean with a paill However, time is the
most fleeting of commodities and cannot
be ignored. Once objectives and strate-
gies have been agreed upon, a timetable
for each element should be drawn up, with
as much specificity as possible.

Key #7: Plan Your Staffing Needs.
Who will do the job is critical to the suc-
cess of the event. Better have your team
lined up well in advance if you're not plan-
ning on 26-hour days. To build your staff,
start with these questions:

® Who do you know?

= Who “owes" you?

& Who's concerned?

® Who benefits?

Key #8: Select a “Back-up Event.

If someone other than you has final ap-
proval, select at least one back-up event,
in case your first idea get's shot down.
Remember that old saying, “Sometimes
you get the bear, sometimes the bear gets
you!"

The “bear” has gotten me more than
once! | still can't figure it out, but about 20
years ago, | came up with an idea | since
have tried to sell to four different clients,
with absolutely no success, yet | still think
it's a winner.

Based upon the fact that upon returning
from abroad, travelers usually have a
pocketful of foreign change and currency,
the idea is fairly simple. It consists of hav-
ing a collection box in the baggage areas
of the international terminal of the airport,
with appropriate signage. The money col-

lected would be converted to U.S. dollars
and passed along to the United Way or
some other specified charity.

Good idea? Apparently a number of for-
eign countries think so. London’s Heath-
row and other overseas terminals now
have them, but if the concept has caught
on over here, I'm not aware of it.

Key #9: Sell Your Strategies.

Ideas are worthless . . . unless they can be
put into effect! The most frequent reason
for non-approval is budget—or lack of it. If
this is the problem, ask yourself these
“Can I's":

m Can | test it to prove its worth?

® Can | do only part of the event, and suc-
ceed at least partially?

® Can | break the idea into elements, as-
signing a cost to each one, some of which
may cost little or which may be accom-
plished through donations of goods and
services and by volunteers?

& Can | seek funding elsewhere?

® Can | share the cost, with another agen-
cy, company or organization?

® Can | hold anotherevent to raise enough
money to enable me to do this one?

m Can |, failing all of the above, convince
someone else it is a viable idea (some
other corporate division, some club or or-
ganization)?

Key #10: Build on Your Successes.
If your idea works, it may continue doing
the job for you for years, but be sure you
examine every element each year with an
eye toward making improvements and
changes, rather than letting it get stale or
die of neglect. Both the Healthy American
Games and the Mammoth Music Mart
mentioned earlier continue to improve
each year, but only through continuous
updating and analysis of needed change.
These 10 keys can work for you, as they
have for others:
1. Determine your basic objectives.
2. Explore every avenue of research.
3. Build your strategies.
4. Test each selection.
5. Keep costs under control.
6. Assign specific time commitments.
7. Plan your staffing needs.
8. Select a back-up event.
9. Sell your idea.

10. Build on your success.

Is it really all that easy? Of course not! It
also takes a lot of hard work, able assis-
tance and a certain amount of good luck.
But following these 10 keys will greatly
improve your odds for creating a truly ef-
fective special event. ]
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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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