








VM!'s 28 Volunteer Coordinators, ranging in ages
from 20 to 26, visit 28 nonprofit organizations and
government agencies throughout the state to help them
recruit, train and maintain volunteers. The recruitment
process includes everything from putting advertisements
in community newspapers to making presentations at
churches, synagogues and colleges.

Peggy Napoli, a 24-year-old regional coordinator for
VM), discovered that people were extremely open to
volunteering. “It helped that I was encouraging people to
work with kids, but even with the other coordinators, we
found that if we could just match people’s individual skills
with the organizations' needs, they'd be all for it."”

Young notes, with a hint of pride, that the volunteers
VM! recruited are as diverse as the volunteer coordinators
who inspired them to sign up; ‘“We have everybody from
military personnel to professionals to students to mothers
on public assistance now volunteering.”

Coordinators are given extensive training before
hitting the streets to find potential volunteers. Before they
even set foot on a service site, coordinators spend 21 days,
nine to five, learning the nuts and bolts of leadership
development, team building, conflict resolution, and the
essentials of volunteer management. After the three-week
course the coordinators, working hands-on at their
service sites, are given refresher courses once a month.
They also come together at a mid-year retreat to discuss
common challenges and triumphs.

For their one-year commitment, VM! Coordinators
receive an $11,000 living stipend, as well as a $5,000 post-
service educational benefit. Of the 28 coordinators from
1993, 20 are now either working full-time with the
nonprofits or government agencies where VM! had
assigned them, serving as coordinators again or
volunteering regularly at their former sites. The
remaining coordinators are pursuing higher education or
job hunting, and mostly in the public sector.

Although there are no concrete statistics on how
many of the volunteers VM! recruited are still involved,
the number of volunteers who signed up, not to mention
their overall contribution, is dramatic. In 1993, VM!'s first
year, the Volunteer Coordinators recruited and engaged
more than 4,057 new volunteers who gave 220,445 hours
of their time. These volunteers assisted people with
Alzheimer's, taught English to immigrants, protected
habitat at wildlife sanctuaries, worked in prisons,
mentored at-risk youth and staffed Head Start centers.

Listening to Jeremy White, 20, who volunteers with
the Crossway family support program, it is clear why
Volunteer Maryland! has been so successful: “Anne
wilkinson, the coordinator who got me involved with
Crossway, really went out of her way to make the
experience personalized and rewarding for me. The whole
program has definitely made me want to keep
volunteering, no matter where I am.” ®
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volunteers who do work on behalf of those agencies.

The Bloomington (Indiana) Volunteer Network trains
nonprofit agency board members and others in conflict
management. Part of the training involves encouraging
board members to acknowledge that conflicts even exist;
often, members are aware of differences but don’t want to
discuss them, fearing drawn-out debates.

Many time-squeezed volunteer board members are
simply too pressed to explore difficult issues, said Beth
Neu, director of the city-funded network. Members are
also hesitant to discuss conflicts because acknowledging
disagreements contrasts with the ‘‘nice” image many
volunteers have of each other.

“Many people refuse to engage in conflicts because
they think assertive behavior is being aggressive, which is
something they want to avoid,” Neu said. “We try to get
people to understand that being assertive isn't bad.”

And neither, Neu says, are conflicts bad. For one
thing, addressing disputes keeps boards fresh and
dynamic, she said. Encouraging rather than suppressing
conflicts also helps boards prioritize issues and move
forward. Neu explained that conflict management
training helps members understand differences between
beliefs, values and facts. Attached to beliefs and values are
often emotions that interfere with constructive debate.
Once everybody agrees on what the facts are, they can
then debate how those facts square with the board'’s
mission statement and future plans.

Neu also teaches conflict management skills to
nonboard members of a nonprofit agency. For instance,
she has taught such skills to staffers with an
organization'’s division. “It's important to have everybody
within that division be involved in a [training] session so
they all have access to and can benefit from the same set
of skills,” Neu said. She also instructs individual
volunteers how to handle conflicts. For instance, in
offering instruction to guardians ad litem (volunteers who
advocate on behalf of children suspected of being
abused), Neu always advises remaining focused on issues
and never making accusatory “you” statements to
caseworkers or parents.

“Instead, I would say, ‘I think this should be done,’
or, ‘This is how I feel.’ It helps prevent attacks on
personalities,” she said.

Sometimes, despite all best efforts, conflicts simply
can't be resolved. But that doesn’t mean engaging in
conflict management training is wasted. Part of the
training involves actively listening and being open and
nonjudgemental. Even if problems can'’t be resolved,
disputing parties get their feelings validated; thus healing
often occurs. And when that takes place, volunteers know
they've contributed to the betterment of society.
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