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Are you welcoming to newcomers?

One of the nice things about taking
action to support volunteers is that
there’s often a ripple effect that bene-
fits other constituents, too. People con-
sidering becoming volunteers and new
recruits need to be welcomed into the
organization. By assuring that such
newcomers feel comfortable you end
up with an environment more pleasing
to clients and to staff,

What do people see and sense
when they enter your building? If you
own the building, is the front en-
trance institutional or home-like? If
you rent space with other organiza-
tions, is the front entrance sterile, or
does it convey lots of activity taking
place inside? How clearly is it marked
with signs so that anyone can immedi-
ately know where to go?

Once a newcomer has reached
your door, is the entranceway inviting
or formidable? Can someone see peo-
ple or just hallways? If there is a re-
ceptionist, how long does it take for
the person to greet someone upon ar-
rival and what words are used to say
hello? Maybe a business-like approach
is efficient, but it is not truly friendly.
Also, what other business is con-

ducted at the front desk? Does the
need to greet feel like an interruption
of work?

If you have security concerns, are
volunteers treated like visitors, clients
or staff - and should there be major
differences among these three
groups? In other words, who is asked
to sign in and who is not? Who is chal-
lenged by a guard and who is not (not
to mention how)?

Waiting rooms are opportunities to
communicate. What is on the walls
and do pictures or framed documents
reflect the tone the organization
wants to convey? Is everything formal
or is there a sense of fun? Is there a
bulletin board or some place for cur-
rent news and information to be
shared? Are there flyers or other mate-
rials on the tables for people to read
and possibly take away (such as vol-
unteer recruitment announcements)?
Can someone become more informed
about your work while waiting to see
a staff member?

The answers to these questions
may highlight, at worst, that you have
been inadvertently offering a negative
introduction to your organization.

More likely, you'll discover missed op-
portunities to create a welcoming en-
vironment.

Many organizations provide formal
orientation sessions to welcome new
volunteers. These are excellent, but
they may not be scheduled to coin-
cide with the volunteer’s actual start-
ing date. Here are a number of ways
newcomers can be brought on board
effectively. And, many of these ideas
might also be helpful to paid staff and
even clients:

¢ Introductions to staff and other
volunteers. Although this is usually:

done informally, consider a bulletin
board with photographs, full names
spelled out, and titles. This is of ongo-
ing use to remind people of names
after a blur of handshaking. It also
makes long-timers aware of new staff,
and to help everyone spell names
properly. If there are too many volun-
teers to picture, consider a list of their
names organized by shift.

* Provide a place for volunteers to
store personal things (coats, hand-
bags, briefcases) securely while on
site and show this right away. It’s in-
teresting how disregard for such secu-
rity sends a devaluing message.

* If there is a coffee/tea area, ex-
plain whether and how volunteers
are welcome to have some, if it costs

anything, if they should bring in a ce-
ramic mug or use the Styrofoam cups,
etc. This may seem like a very small
thing, but it tends to show whether or
not volunteers are part of staff.

In a fascinating study of recogni-
tion “perks” recently done in Australia,
volunteers by a wide margin ranked
“getting a second cup of coffee in the
cafeteria for 10 cents” to be the most
enjoyed way to be acknowledged.

* Provide a jargon and alphabet
soup “glossary” to explain the terms
and acronyms a volunteer will hear
constantly. This can also be done via a
bulletin board, with a pen attached to
the list so that new gobbledygook can
be added as it surfaces.

Just as important as the first day at
work for a new volunteer are the sec-
ond and third days. It’s not enough to
make an extra effort only on day one.
It takes longer than that to learn the
ropes and get acquainted with a
whole hew group of co-workers.

Pay attention over the first few
weeks to see if the newcomer seems
comfortable, is using the coffee room,
talks to others, and other indicators of
being at ease. This is where a buddy
system can be helpful. Not only does
the new volunteer get some personal
attention, but the veteran volunteer
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you ask to be the buddy feels recog-
nized, too.

Good instructions

Again, many organizations provide
wonderful training for volunteers,
often in an intense, classroom format.
Yet much of what a newcomer needs

questing supplies?;

« What is confidential and what is
not? Be sure to define “confidentiality,”
too. It’s not just keeping someone’s
name secret, but assuring that no one
can guess the identify from too much
shared information.

Finally, the way a newcomer feels
about the first few times on site is also
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Just as important as the first day at
work for a new volunteer are the
second and thivd days

as soon as possible is not skill-build-
ing, but good instructions. This is par-
ticularly true for simple things that
are not intuitive. For example:

* How do the telephones work?
Do you need to dial a“9” or something
else to get an outside line? How do
you transfer calls?;

¢ How do the copying machine,
fax, and other office equipment
work?;

* What is the procedure for re-

affected by what happens - or doesn’t
- as the person leaves the building.

Everyone may say hello; who says :

goodbye?
Because volunteers work odd shifts,
they come and go at different times. If

a volunteer finishes, goes to the coat :
closet, and quietly departs, it’s hard to i

tell what the person may be feeling. It
could be satisfaction at a job well

done. But, it could also be a void of :
emotion or even a sense that it doesn’t |

matter to anyone if the volunteer is
there or not.

Develop a culture of saying good-
bye whenever possible, coupled with
“s0 glad you could help us today,” or
“see you next time,” or some other
pleasantry. Volunteers can thank each
other, too. Receptionists should be
trained to say “so long.” They are inte-
gral to setting the overall tone of a fa-
cility, yet frequently consider the job
done when the visitor is directed to
another place.

If no one can be present in person
when a volunteer leaves, at least place
a big sign next to the closet saying
something like this in bright letters:
“Thank you for volunteering today!
Hope you had a great shift. Travel safe

and come back to us soon.” Always
add: “If there is anything that you'd
like to discuss, please come to room X
or call us at ext. xxx. We're always
here to help” Change the sign period-
ically, maybe to reflect holidays or
other events.A sign that is brittle from
age belies its sincerity.

Maybe it wouldn’t hurt to think
about what a client sees or hears when
walking out the door. Leave a warm and
caring impression with everyone. ®
Susan . Ellis is president of Energize,
Inc., a Philadelphia-based training,
publishing and consulting firm spe-
cializing in volunteerism. She can be
reached via email at susan@ener-
gizeinc.com. Her Web site is www.en-
ergizeinc.com

TAXING ISSUES

continued from page 16

activities at arm’s length. It does, how-
ever, point out that the IRS is serious
about intermediate sanctions for ex-
cess benefit transactions.

The issuance of the memorandum
so soon after the ruling approving the
car donation program provides a
powerful contrast in how charities
should operate. If your organization
does not have a working conflict of
interest policy, it should adopt and
follow one as soon as possible. If your

board is not independent of manage-
ment, you should also consider the
wisdom of that situation.

In general, if you operate in a busi-
ness-like fashion, dealing at arm’s
length with all parties, you should
have little fear that the IRS will chal-
lenge your operations. B
Harvey Berger is a partner and na-
tional director of not-for-profit tax
services in Vienna, Va., for the ac-
counting and management consult-
ing firm Grant Thornton LLP. His
email address is: bberger@gt.com.
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