SUSAN J. ELLIS

Address It WWV

An update on technology and volunteers
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remark on the most current developments about which we are still learning

OLUNTEERS AND THE DIGITAL DIVIDE e e
iy The major concern of the noriprofit field a decade ago was the dl.g.,lIZIl dlx\ 1@(,7
which evidenced itself in a number of ways:rich vs. poor,developed vs. deve opmg,!

countries, young vs. old Accessibility to computers and the Internet remains a seri-
ous issue, especially in our poorest communities. But time s winning this battle.

Between the dramatic drop in the cost of computers and other devices, the in-
creasing places with wircless public access, and the trend toward merging tele-
phones and Internet access, computers are fast becoming as common as
television sets. In fact,a case could be made that low literacy is a bigger obstacle
to Internet use than hardware accessibility.

The fact is that volunteers have been instrumental in narrowing the digital di-
vide'and remain on the front fines of the effort. Here are just a few examples of
volunteer activity that have occurred widely: :

Wiring schoo] buildings for Internet access and running drives for money and
donated equipment to offer computer labs in public schools;

Doing the same thing for senior centers;

Working as tutors in public library computer centers, sitting with individual
library visitors who need instruction in basic Internet access skills or how to
do online research;

Donating their programming to “open access” projects that make software
available at no-cost to people anywhere on the globe who cannot afford
commercial products (or don’t want to be wedded to the need for continuing
costly upgrades); :

Secking donations of computer equipment being replaced by newer ver-
sions; then repairing, reformatting, and otherwise rejuvenating those that still
can be useful to others: and either giving away or selling these at cost to grass-
TOOts organizations and low-income individuals.

Looking to the future, such volunteering will continue to be needed, particu-
larly to regularly upgrade €quipment and services.The world of computers never
stands still and those with few resources will need support to keep up.
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VIRTUAL VOLUNTEERING

opening and still only being discovered.

Understandably, one major area of activity is Web design. Volunteers - many
highly skilled and others enthusiastic hobbyists - have built and maintain Web
sites, online discussion forums, online surveys, and other elements of conveying
information via the Web. Another logical role for online volunteers is research of
all kinds, as well as any work that can be exchanged via documents attached to e-
mails: editing, translating, Critiquing, etc.

It’s also been proven that direct client services can be offered online by vol-
unteers.They can be provided whether it's a modern “keyboard-pal” project link-

lines. Organizations are still learning the best Wways 1o apply real world volunteer
management téchm'ques to virtual volunteering, but it is working well for many
already.

The future of online service will be influenced by a number of trends:

The amazing availability of voiceovcr—lnternet—protocol (VOIP) telephone
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gender, race, and other characteristics that are avoided whert you can’t see
the person at the other keyboard.

* Baby Boomers will become the first cohort of older people to have decades
of experience in using email and the Internet. This has great implications for

their definition of “isolation” as they age and for their €xpectations in being
able to contribute services onlin€ as a volunteer.
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There are all sorts of possibilities that haven't yet been tried. For example,
might a volunteer pool in Australia handle emergency emails during the night in
the United States while it’s daytime Down Under, with a pool of American volun-
teers returning the favor 12 hours later?

THE NEWEST TECHNOLOGY ‘1

Two new developments - not to mention new words in the English l.mg,uagcll
- are Podcasts and blogging.

The iPod and other download devices are not just for music anymore. Busi-i
nesses and organizations are recording an incredible variety of material, mostl
often for free distribution. We’re just beginning to see the potential for Podcast- |
ing as it relates to volunteer issues. Volunteer San Diego has begun a weekly
audio program, ranging from just a few minutes to half an hour, on volunteer op-
portunities and individuals engag.,cd in service in their area. New programis are
springing up that interview various nonprofit guests for online broadcast, such
as the weekly 501¢3Cast (www.501¢3cast.com).

Depending on your perspective, blogging is either the most democratic form
of communication ever invented or a great example of cyber noise. Anyone €an
create a blog, at no cost, and start posting opinions on anything - opinions that

can, and often are, read and shared by thousands, even millions, of people. Of
course some bloggers barely get the attention of their mothers. The point is that
“going public” with any viewpoint is easy and instant. Add to this the invention
and popularity of sites such as MySpace - where anyone can post a short video-
tape, many of them recording actual events on a cell phone camera - and you
hate potential communication anarchy.

See if you can answer the following questions:

« Have you expressed any policies on cell phone use in your offices by volun-
teers - including rules about taking photographs with a phone? How about
wearing iPod headsets?

« Do you record meetings or presentations in your organization and then make
the recordings available for download? What about training sessions?

« Do you know which volunteers are blogging their experiences with you and
what they are saying? And, do you know who’s paying attention?

If you don't have good answers for these questions, maybe you are not pay-
ing enough attention to how technology and volunteers are interconnected.
Help your organization to think about this as new communication products
and services evolve. NPT
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