
MANY OF US HAVE BEEN 
together in the volunteer com
munity for much of the past 

twenty years. In some very real ways 
we have grown up toget11er in that 
community. And we have seen many 
changes. 

In the 1960s there was the 
emergence of the great citizen action 
movements -civil rights, peace, the 
environment-and the steadily 
1ncreas1ng involvement of young peo
ple, particularly college students. In 
the 1970s those citizen action move
ments became more sophisticated. 
There was increased attention to 
neighborhoods and community 
organizations. Support structures at 
the local, state and national levels 
emerged to encourage volunteering, 
and more attention was given to the 
needs of volunteers. 

Now we are at t11e beginning of a 
new decade. What will the 1980s hold 7 

Will it be the decade 1n which we prove 
our vitality and our relevance to the 
needs and interests of individual 
citizens? Or will it be one 1n which we 
will become increasingly impotent and 
unimportant in the eyes of our 
neighbors 7 

Will 1t be a decade 1n which citizens 
gain and hold the power they need lo 
make critical decisions about their 
lives and the lives of their families and 
neighbors? Or will there be increased 
dominance by overgrown power 
elites-big government. big corpora
tions, big unions, even big voluntary 
organizations? 

Most critical, will this be the decade 
that we shape, in wt11ch the volunteer 
community learns to understand, har
ness and apply its strengt11? Or will we 
have even greater fragmentation and 
deeper d1v1s1ons between those 
engaged in service delivery and tt1ose 
seeking basic reform of our 1nst1tu
l1ons? 

Can we overcome wt1at we already 
know to be weaknesses in our com
munity-exaggerated concerns over 
turf. t11e inability to create effective 
coalitions. the lack of a clearly articu
lated political agenda -to become a 
dominant force 1n conceptual1z1ng, 
planning and executing our nation's 
future? 

Kenn Allen is VOLUNTEER's execu
tive vice president in Washington. 
O.C. 
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Can we find the time, energy and 
financial resources we need to 
examine, understand and reform the 
way we act and interact with each 
other and witl1 the institutions of 
society? Can we rise above our emo
tional satisfaction at being helping 
professionals to look coldly and 
analytically at our relations with our 
"clients" and to understand that there 
may be a dark side to our caring, a 
potentially harmful role we are play
ing? 

Can we find a common philosopl1y, a 
politic that ties all citizens who volun
teer together, whether they be in 
human service agencies, neighbor
hood groups, citizen action or self
help? Can we convert that philosophy 
into a realizable agenda? 

Can we do all of these things? The 
answer must be "yes" if the volunteer 
community is not only going to survive 
but also thrive in the years ahead. 

I 
SEE FOUR PRIMARY AGENDAS 
for us to address ,n t11e immediate 
future. 

First, we must articulate our values 
as a community. 

Second, we must address our rela
tionship tc the "helping establish
ment." 

Third, we must come to grips with 
the internal relat1onsh1ps in tl1e volun
teer community. 

Fourth, we must define our relation
ship to government. On this last 
priority, let me hasten to add that by 
including it. I in no way mean to launcl1 
an attack on government. I firmly 
believe that an exaggerated relation
ship to and dependence on the corpor
ate sector are as potentially damaging 
and pol1t1cally complicating as they 
are with government. But I believe we 
l1ave the relative luxury to defer that 
question at least momentarily and to 
put our energies instead into the ques
tion of the role of government. 

First, then, we must articulate our 
values as a community. 

We are people of act,on
organizers. planners, managers. doers. 
Most of our t,me goes into doing our 
Jobs or seeking those skills that w,II 
l1elp us be more effective. Relatively lit
tle energy goes ,nto defining, debating 
and disseminating our values. Tl1at Is 
one reason why volunteer administra
tion ,s far from being a profession and 
wl1y we are far from being an Intef:) 
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rated community. Let me begin some 
of tl1at needed discussion by sug
gesting three basic values of our 
community. 

The first one of these is caring. 
Simply put. we are saying, "It's all right 
to care. It's not hokey or sloppy or 
unacceptable. It's all rigl1t to care 
about people and their problems, 
about the future of t11e nation. about 
such great issues as peace. develop
ment and international brotherhood." 

In recent years we've even decided 
that it's acceptable for volunteers to 
care about themselves and their own 
needs. \Mien I was in college, I was 
involved in an extremely large student 
volunteer effort, Volunteer Illini Pro
jects at the University of Illinois. As 
students are wont to do, we spent a 
fair amount of time discussing our 
work and our motivations. I remember 
one night in particular we were dis
cussing the reasons why we were all 
so heavily involved as volunteers. 

The single 
greatest imped
iment to the 
effective in
volvement of 
citizens is the 
resistance of 
the 'helping 
establishment'. 

One person began the discussion by 
suggesting that we were doing it 
because we wanted "to help others." 
That idea made us all feel very good 
about ourselves and we quickly 
accepted It. Someone else, a bit more 
pol,t,cally sensitive. suggested that a 
better reason was because "we want 
to help people to l1elp themselves." 
And. not wanting to be out of touch, we 
all quickly agreed. But we all grew very 
uncomfortable wl1en the last person 
spoke up and suggested we were 
volunteering because "we want to help 
ourselves while we l1elp others to l1elp 
t11emselves." 

Fortunately, the volunteer com
munity l1as gotten over ,ts discomfort 
In recent years as we've come to 
appreciate more and more the 
1ndrv1dual needs of people that are met 

through their volunteer experience. 
Increasingly I find that people are 
looking for the sanction to care, the 
reassurance that it's not abnormal, not 
uncool to care and to translate that 
caring into action. As a community, we 
practice and demonstrate that value of 
caring. 

Our second basic value rs one of 
problem-solving. Thrs is best Illus
trated by t11e last part of my college 
story. After we had all satisfied our
selves about what we were gaining by 
volunteering, someone spoke up and 
said that t11e real goal for our efforts 
was "to work ourselves out of busi
ness." T11at is, our goal as volunteers is 
to solve the problems we are address
ing, not just to make things better, but 
to actually solve problems so that we 
are no longer needed. 

\Mlile ,t Is admittedly idealistic, it 
really doesn't make such a bad goal. 
Yet how many of us, either personally 
or professionally, believe in that as a 
goal or would be willing to accept it if 
we attained it? 

Volunteering ,s a means to some 
greater end. It ,s one strategy for the 
solution of problems. It is a resource of 
energy and people to be focused on 
some attainable goal. So we, as a com
mun, t y, represent structures and 
organizations that must be fluid, sens,
t,ve to t11e need for change and even 
extInctIon as needs and problems 
cl1ange. 

The third value ,s that of empower
ment. For most of us, volunteering ,s to 
some extent an end in and of itself. We 
believe that people should be involved 
in their communities, that they should 
understand and express their caring 
InstIncts. t11at t11is would be a better 
world if everyone was involved. But 
even such total involvement ,s simply 
the means to another end-empower
ment. 

Simply put. empowerment means 
hav,ng the power, the ab1l1ty to partIc1-
pate fully and effectively ,n making 
those decisions that affect the lives of 
our families. our commu111ties and our
selves. C,t,zens gain that power by 
being involved, by gaining the 
knowledge, skills and relationsl1ips 
necessary to acl11eve and exercise 
power. Saul Alinsky articulated this 
basic value when he wrote, "If people 
l1ave the power. t11e opportunity to act. 
In t11e long run t11ey will, most of the 
t,me, reach t11e right dec,s,ons." 
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Our role as volunteer leaders and 
administrators is to insure that 
citizens have that opportunity Yet how 
often do we discuss the concept of 
empowerment? How often do we 
actually test our day-to-day work 
against a measure of our contribution 
to empowerment? How often do we 
put aside our fear of this concept and 
ask ourselves t11e simple question. "Is 
what I am doing today facilitating or 
hindering the acquisition of power by 
others?" 

Empowerment must be t11e domi
nant value of our community. If we do 
not believe that all citizens-no matter 
their life circumstances. their physical 
or emotional being, their income. race 
or education-must have power over 
their own lives. then we are doing a vile 
injustice to our society and must be 
eclipsed by those who do share that 
value. 

Second, we must address our rela
tionship to the "helping establish
ment." 

Let me put the proposition to you 
directly: the single greatest impedi
ment to the full and effective involve
ment of citizens is the resistance of the 
"helping establishment" -social 
workers. doctors. educators, 
bureaucrats and even volunteers in 
decision-making roles who have an 
imperialist's attitude toward those in 
need. 

I recently had t11e opportunity to 

the Black movement's capacity to declare 
the central issue the "White problem." A 
people, declared deficient and in need. 
unshackled their labels and attempted to 
lock them on their oppressors. 

There was revolutionary 1ns1ght 111 t11a1 
strategy. It recognized that the power to 
label people as deficient and declare them 
,n need Is the basic tool for control and 
oppression ,n modern 1ndustr1al1zed 
socIetIes of democratic and totalitarian per
suasions. Tl1e agents with comprehensive 
labeling power in these societies are the 
helping professionals. Tt1e1r badge bestows 
tl1e caring authority to declare t11e1r fellow 
c1t1zens "cl1ents"-a class of def1c1ent peo
ple In need. 

He goes on to describe the growing 
attack on professions by those at all 
points on the political spectrum, citing 
t11ree reasons for it: the sense that 
professionals are inefficient, that they 
are doing less with more resources: 
tile arrogance of professions. the fact 
t11at the nature of a profession is 
inherently elitist and dominant: the 
sense that the negative side effects of 
technological, specialized profes
sionalism are so harmful to so many 
that the revolt is the reaction to profes
sionally administered injury. 

But he also says, "Professional 
reform is unlikely because our current 
approaches to economic growt11 and 
national stability depend upon the 
development of more professionalized 
service of the same kind we are cur
rently experiencing." 

There must be changes in 
the delivery of human and 
social service. because of the 
taxpayer revolt and because 
what we are doing simply 
doesn't seem to work very well. 

meet John McKnight, a professor at 
Northwestern University, and to learn 
more about his views on the danger of 
over-profess1onalization of human and 
social services. Let rne quote at length 
from the opening paragraphs of a 
paper he presented recently: 

Revolutions begin when people wl10 are 
defined as problems achieve t11e powe1 to 
redefine the problem. A critical point In the 
development of the c1v1I rights struggle was 
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And. "The basic issue 1s profession 
itself, dependent upon t11e manufac
ture of need and defin1t1on of new def1-
cienc1es." 

He concludes by asking, "What is 
legitimate work? What is wort11 doing? 
What ,s good work for America's peo
ple?" 

We may or may not like Professor 
McKnight's questions. But are we will
ing and able to part1c1pate 111 the 
debate to answer them? 

It is clear that there must be 
changes in the delivery of human and 
social services, both because of the 
so-called taxpayer revolt and because 
what we are doing simply doesn't 
seem to work very well. Two questions 
will be critical to that change: 
• What are citizens willing and able 
to do for themselves and for each 
other? 
• Will the helping establishment 
allow them to do it? 
Two more questions will confront us in 
the volunteer community: 
• Whose side will we be on, that of the 
citizens. that of the helping establish
ment and its institutions. that of some 
broader notion of community good? 
• Will we be able to define and main
tain a working relationship with the 
l1elping establishment and with those 
labor organizations that increasingly 
represent it? 

Third, we must come to grips with 
the internal relationships in the 
volunteer community. 

By the very nature of our programs 
and our work. we are independent peo
p I e. We Jealously guard our 
accomplishments. As a group we are 
largely powerless and t11us tend to 
defend them from all interlopers what 
little power we actually have cornered. 

We've also allowed unfortunate divi
sions to grow in our community. We 
have looked with suspicion on those 
who have taken up a reform agenda. 
We have failed to seek ways 1n which 
support organizations can work as 
effectively with neighborhood. 
advocacy and self-help organizations 
as with hospitals and scl1ools. We 
have failed to build practical pol1t1cal 
alliances or to learn how to collaborate 
effectively without threatening our 
ind1v1dual integr1t1es. As a result, we 
l1ave abrogated much of our political 
leadership to large, well-financed 
national voluntary organ1zat1ons, 
wl11cl1 l1ave a vested interest ,n main
ta1111ng the status quo 1n l1uman ser
vices and pl11lanthropy. 

We simply must figure out l1ow we 
can best interact and speak as a com
munity. That debate must include such 
questions as the role of national volun
teer-involving organ1zat1ons. the role 
of resource structures, the role of local 
organ1zat1ons and c1t1zen groups. t11e 
question of wl1etl1er or not t11e volun
teer community will be led by paid 
volunteer administrators who have a 
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stake in maintenance or by citizen 
volunteers who have a greater stake in 
change. We may even be confronted 
by the inevitable union of volunteers, 
demanding their rights and the oppor
tunity to exercise t11eir responsibilities. 

Fourth, we must define our relation
ship to government. 

It is no secret that there is a strong 
anti-government mood in t11e country. 
In part this exists because government 
seems to have become unreasonably 
powerful. A faceless bureaucracy has 
been substituted for the power of local 
communities and individual citizens to 
solve their own problems. And in part it 
comes because government is ineffec
tive and wasteful of both human and 
financial resources in many of the 
things it does. 

Certainly that anti-government 
mood may be positive for t11ose who 
are seeking basic reforms. But I am 
seeing a distressing tendency on the 
part of large, well-established volun
tary organizations toward expressing 
anti-government sentiments in ways 
that, if realized. would imperil much of 

If we do not 
believe that all 
citizens must 
have power 
over their own 
lives, then we 
are doing a 
vile injustice 
to our society. 

the social legislation of the past 
twenty years. I am seeing t11e gl1mmer
Ings of a new macho voluntary sector 
t11at wishes to assert that there is no 
need for government, t11at In fact the 
solution to social problems sl1ould be 
tl1e exclusive domain of private 
organ1zat1ons, both nonprofit and for
profit. which are controlled by a 
relatively few. 

I don't happen to believe that and I'm 
not sure t11ey do either. Yet I hear 
among them more approving talk 
about balanced budgets, freedom 
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I find that people are looking 
for the sanction to care, the 
reassurance that it's not uncool 
to care and to translate that 
caring in to action . 

from government interference and 
regulation than I do about feeding the 
hungry or insuring justice for t11e 
powerless. 

II is one thing to be concerned about 
the effectiveness of government. 
Indeed, 1t is appropriate to be con
cerned about both the positive and the 
negative impact of government on the 
volunteer community. But it 1s quite 
another to proclaim that the govern
ment Is the enemy. To do so Is to 
ignore conveniently the origin of mucl1 
of our social legislation. Do we wish to 
forget that 1t has been volunteers, pri
vate citizens, who l1ave advocated for 
t11ese programs, who recognized 
human needs, who have sought solu
tions and demanded public action? 
Do we wish to ignore the millions of 
citizens, particularly the poor. the dis
placed, the oppressed who are still 
advocating for effective public 
programs? Do we wish to separate 
ourselves from them In our rush to 
condemn government action? 

Or do we wish to join together, In a 
new partnership with each ot11er and 
with government and the profit-mak
ing sector to create human service 
systems that meet real needs, insure 
human dignity and empower people so 
that t11ey can enioy t11e same freedom 
we all enioy, the freedom to meet our 
own needs and to seek help when and 
l1ow we desire? 

]

TIS TIME TO CREATE A NEW POLI -
t1cal coal1t1on In the volunteer con1-
111unity. 

One t11at sets aside terr1tor1al and 
organ1zat1onal boun.dar1es 

One dedicated lo the propos1tIon 
that volunteering Is and must be a 
means of empowering c1t1zens. 

One dedicated to building a fully 
part1c1patory society In wl11ch the ulti
mate power Is In fact as well as in 
t11eory vested 1r1 the people. 

Many steps have been taken toward 
t11e building of that new coalition: the 
efforts of Senator Durenberger and 
others to create a national commis
sion to study the role of government 
vIs-a-vIs volunteering, national InItIa
tives, such as t11e ad l1oc neighbor
hood coalition, the National Commit
tee on Responsive Philant11ropy, the 
Alliance for Volunteerism, even 
VOLUNTEER's own Associates 
program-the creation of a network of 
people concerned about the future of 
volunteering in our society. 

It's happening, slowly but surely, and 
we In the volunteer community have a 
clear choice: to Jump in and lead or to 
be left behind. 

Is such a coal1t1on possible? Can we 
find common philosophies, issues, 
needs that cut across the volunteer 
community, that take in direct service 
volunteers, neighborhood organ1za
tIons, citizen action groups, self-help 
groups. ind1v1dual c1l1zens? Can we 
ask volunteer leaders and administra
tors to turn away from their immediate 
organizational and self interests, to 
question t11eIr own roles? Can we 
build an effective political consti
tuency In the volunteer community? 

If we believe in an agenda of 
empowerment, then we must. We must 
begin now. In our own part of the 
volunteer community. to make such a 
coal1l1on real. And we must reach out 
to other pieces of the community and 
JOln our strengths together to make 11 
effective. 

Robert Kennedy has been dead for 
Just over twelve years. But l1Is words 
live on: "Some people see things as 
they are and ask why. We dream lhings 
lliat never were and ask wl1y not." 

If there Is a challenge for t11e 1980s. 
1t Is simply tt1at-for the volunteer 
community to come together. to dream 
t111ngs that never were and to ask why 
not. 
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