Transcript of first US focus group of those who have done volunteer work.

Defining volunteer work

To start, I have some questions about volunteer work. What does that phrase mean to you?

George 

Uhm, well, I – I  – I think about it a way uh to uh give back, you know, ‘cause we all have a lotta things in life that we are lucky for.  Times other people gave us a break or offered to help.  And, so it’s like karma being paid back out to others.  Or, I guess you could say it’s karma that will come back to you later.  Anyway, it’s kind of a universal pay-back system.

Rosa

I just think of it as doing stuff that you don’t get paid for (giggles). Like, my Dad always used to say, “who wants to volunteer to take out the trash?” Which means, “you’re gonna take out the trash!” (laughs).  I mean, it means that there’s something that someone else wants you to do and there’s no negotiation, but they tack on that word “volunteer” to make it sound like you really want to do it (laughs).  Like volunteering to be in the army when you really don’t have any other choices if you want to get out of the town you grew up in.

FACILITATOR
So, is that really what volunteering means, or do you think that’s a way of using our notion of volunteering for something else?  For some other purpose?

Rosa

No. I just think actually that when you volunteer you really are genuinely offering your help without expecting it.  Yeah.  And, my Dad kinda turned that around on us! (chuckles).
Annette

The first thing I think is that as a Mom, I mean, it’s different.  You’re either a working Mom or a stay-at-home Mom, and if you’re lucky enough to have the money, then you have time to stay and home -- AND maybe be a volunteer.  Like, I know women who brag about their volunteer work with the museum or the symphony, but first of all, those are like the arts, they aren’t about helping the disadvantaged.  Plus, these are people with so much money that they can afford to volunteer – and they’re doing it in this posh setting. 

FACILITATOR
So, then, if someone asked you for a definition of volunteering, what would you say?

Annette

I’d say that if you have enough money, you can say you’re a volunteer with pride, and it can be kinda elitist.  But if you don’t have enough money, and you slave at home all day to take care of your kids and your family, it isn’t called volunteering, and it also isn’t acknowledged as work – so, I mean, like, why not?  So, okay, here’s what I’m saying.  There’s three kinds of volunteers, but only two of them count.  First, there’s the wealthy who can afford to volunteer as a status thing – like a status symbol.  Then, there’s some real dedicated community people, a very few, who don’t have much but manage to help out at their church, or whatever, and they rarely get the credit they deserve.  Those are the two kinds.  Then there’s Moms everywhere – ad I guess Dads, too, who never get credit for working or volunteering, even though that’s what they’re doing.  They’ve volunteered to spend all of their time taking care of other people.

FACILITATOR
So, part of what’s coming up, it sounds like, is that volunteering is about helping other people?  Or, at least some of your volunteers are helping other people.  And then you also talked about people with money who volunteer but not so much to help other people?

Annette

Yes, and that’s . . .

Jose

. . . I’m not sure that people who volunteer for the arts aren’t helping people.  Some of them, actually I’m one of them – just have a passion for instance for dance – that’s me – and they want to help other people see how much their lives could be more fulfilled if they were aware of different kinds of dance and expression and choreography, and how kids can express themselves through performing arts, and maybe even have more energy to give to other people as they engage in the performing arts. 

FACILITATOR
So, are you talking about volunteering as a way of giving?  Is that what volunteering is?

Jose

Yes, exactly.

FACILITATOR
So, how is that different from giving a gift to someone?  Like, for a special occasion?

Jose

Probably because it’s about the time you have to put in.  Of yourself.  You know?  You can buy as expensive a gift as you want, and it’s still never gonna be about the same kind of giving.  Volunteering is giving your time to do something.  It’s a special way of giving of yourself.

Olivia

Yeah – that’s how I kinda think, too.  You wilfully give of yourself to someone else or some group.  It doesn’t matter what it is, as long as you put your heart into it and you don’t get paid for it.

Annette

Yeah, but I still think that some kinds of volunteering get acknowledged more than others.  Some kinds of giving of yourself count, and others don’t count as much.

FACILITATOR
Okay.

Experience gained

We’ll follow-up on more detail of the best and worst experiences all of you have had in a moment – but, for now, just tell us what kind of volunteering you did, and when. Then briefly tell us if it was a positive, negative, or mixed experience for you.  This will just help all of us get a sense of the range of experiences at the table today.

[Note to facilitators: Try to keep participants from getting into detailed stories at this point, and instead help all participants get a brief overview of the group and the various experiences they bring.]

Annette

I take care of my grandkids and the kids next door to them.  And I started doing that, say, like every week, usually on Fridays during the early evening while everyone is getting ready for the weekend, or preparing a big meal for Friday night, or until the paid baby-sitter can get there for the night if they go out.  I been doin’ that for about two years now.

Jose

Well, like I said, I have a passion for dance, and I’ve been dancing since I was in high school in some way or another, and now with all the cuts in the performing arts in public schools, I joined a group that does week-long workshops with grade school kids and we put together a show for the school at the end of the week.  We spend about 45 minutes each day with the kids and hope to expose them to some kind of appreciation for dance.

Olivia

I actually don’t volunteer now, because I’m going through some transitions, but I, uh, I used to be the volunteer coordinator of an annual marathon for Leukemia research.  I did that for about 10 years. Maybe more.  And, I also volunteered as a candy-striper in a hospital when I was in high school.  That was probably the first time.  Gosh.  That was years ago. Years.

Rosa

I, well, I – I guess maybe this is more of a hobby than volunteering, but I belong to an improvisational comedy group that does free shows on the Vine Street Mall every Friday at noon.

Olivia

Oh, I’ve seen that group. That’s you?

Rosa

Well, I just started, but yeah.  And people are entertained for free and it certainly does feel like I’m giving of myself when I do it. But, other than that, and probably why they asked me to come to this focus group is because I was in the Peace Corps for two years in Togo, Africa, back in 1989-1990.  And, I guess that was kind of paid work, to cover expenses, but we were called Peace Corps Volunteers, and when people ask me, I say I was a volunteer.

George 

I’m like Annette.  I take care of kids, but I do it and my grandson’s day-care.  See, they have to put in so many hours as parents in the center, and my son is a single Dad and he can’t get time off of work. So I volunteered to do it for him, but I liked it so much I started going once a week to help them with their art projects.  I like that, and it’s regular, every Friday also.

Experience of highs

For those of you who had especially GOOD experiences as volunteers, please tell about them and tell us what circumstances helped to make those experiences so good [Potential probes: Agency policies/expectations? Staff? People served? Other volunteers? Your attitudes/skills? Benefits/perks for volunteers?]  We’ll be asking you about the particularly BAD experiences in a moment.

Jose

I have one just from this week.  We were at one of the schools for three days when one of the newest teachers came up to thank me, and it wasn’t for our work with the students, it was for what the dance sessions had shown her about the different styles, rhythms, traditions – all that stuff.  Because, she’d never had a dance class or even seen one, or apparently ever been offered one as she was in school.  She didn’t know a single thing about dance until we came in.  It made me sad and happy at the same time because it bothered me that she was new to the medium, and yet she was so thankful and I could really tell that the classes had an impact on her as she watched us work with the kids.  Sometimes with kids you can’t quite see your impact right away.  You know, it may take years to show up.  But adults seem shocked when they get something so precious and so they go out of their way to thank you.  You can see it right away.  Anyway, that’s what happened this week for me.

FACILITATOR
Great. Does anyone else have something to share about a good volunteer experience?  It doesn’t have to be about someone who thanked you.  Just think about some volunteering that was really 

positive for you, and tell us about it.

Rosa

My time in Africa was an experience that’s hard for me to convey, and when I returned I felt a little disconnected because other people weren’t as interested in this life-transforming experience I had.  I guess life here just kept on moving as usual, but in the meantime I really changed as a person. I  guess it’s not so much that I was out there to save the world, like some people say about, you know, the Peace Corps and tree huggers and stuff. (chuckles).  It was actually more about what the experience did to me personally.  I realized how many things I take for granted on a daily basis. So many things that even if you try to concentrate on them, you can’t even identify half of ‘em.  I guess I wasn’t expecting it, but honestly, it was a great experience for how it helped me think about my world and myself, and the kind of person I want to be.

George 

See, I don’t have anything to talk about like that 

Annette

Me either.  But, see people are interested in those kinds of stories and not in the trials of changing diapers and giving time-outs and art projects with Q-tips.  It’s just not as interesting, even though it’s still volunteering.

FACILITATOR
But, trying to shut out how other people view that, tell me about how you experience it.  What is it like for you to take care of the kids?

George 

Like I said, I love it. 

Annette

Me, too, honestly, and those kids give me joy every day. The things they say and the way they put words together when they’re, oh, like four to six years old.  It’s hilarious.

George 

Absolutely.

Annette

Like my grandson, Jake, asked me if Pasteurized milk was made from cows that lived in pastures! (laughs).  I mean, we probably thought that way once, too, but we’ve forgotten it. It’s the little things they do and say that make it so wonderful. They make me laugh.

George 

I agree.

Rosa

You know, even though Peace Corps in Africa, and taking care of grandchildren in suburbia sound so different, and of course they are in some ways, it does seem like all of us are talking about something that happens to us, personally.  Like, even though you’re essentially giving, you’re also aware of what you get or how you change, or how you’re reminded of things. Like, I suppose you can’t ever really put yourself into a real role as a volunteer without somehow benefiting from it, even in the times when it might be the most challenging, and sometimes maybe even because of the challenges.  I dunno, I guess I’m just talking out loud to maybe see some of the common things we experience as volunteers.

Jose

I think I agree with that.  You, know, that make sense.  Otherwise you’re just a completely detached machine.  If you care enough to volunteer, it’ll have to change you in some way.

Annette

But doesn’t everything we do change us in some way?  Isn’t that life?

Jose

Hmmm.  I guess so, but maybe this is somehow different.  I dunno.
Experience of lows

Now please share the circumstances that made a volunteer experience particularly BAD for you? [Potential probes: Agency policies/expectations? Staff? People served? Other volunteers? Your attitudes/skills? Benefits/perks for volunteers?]

Rosa

Well, like I was just saying, about sometimes the hard things are the things that you benefit from.  But that doesn’t mean you necessarily enjoy them.  Some of the poverty I saw in Togo felt, I dunno – I guess suffocating to me.  It was so painful to watch and know that there was only so much I could do.  I mean, I can change an entire political and economic structure.  And in some ways the things I was doing were just bandaids. I was in fisheries, and helped a village create a pond and a pond for fingerlings, and a system for harvesting fish and saving fingerlings for the next harvest.  Some times my doubts that this was doing any good for anyone made it really hard.  I know I grew personally, but I wonder how much I really helped anyone else in the long run.  That still haunts me.  It’s hard.

George 

I have kind of a similar thing in that I sometimes see these kids in day care – or I guess I’m supposed to say early childhood education, now, instead of day care – anyway, I see some tough things that I can’t fix.  One of the girls, Shawna, she’s four years old, she has a Mom who’s addicted to Meth and her parents have been divorced since almost the day she was born, and her father, who’s a nice guy, can’t get full custody, partly because he’s Mexican and hasn’t become a US citizen, although he’s here legally.  He works hard and makes enough to survive, but he can’t fight her lawyers with all of her family money, and so anyway this girl gets tossed from parent to parent at strange hours of the night and the father has no control to make it stop and the authorities can’t bust her unless they have more proof, and in the meantime I see this girl who – well, I don’t think she’s being violently abused, but I think she’s malnourished and bruises easily, and won’t eat, and has trouble sleeping.  Like, what am I supposed to do?  Nothing. I can’t do anything.  We tried Social Services, and they did a check, and they say she seems fit enough, or at least that there’s no sign of abuse or neglect. 

Olivia

Oh, that’s awful.  So many kids are in . . . 

George

. . . I know, and I just have to give Shawna as much love as I can and hope she’s okay and rationalize to myself that it’s not my responsibility to solve her problems. Like Rosa, man, it’s hard sometimes.  

Olivia

But, you know, every little bit of love counts, just like Jose said, sometimes you can’t see it in kids right away, but it makes a difference in the long run.  She’ll remember you when she grows up, and that matters.

George

I sure hope so.  Anyway.

Annette

Well, I’m in a different situation, totally, because what I do isn’t in some kind of a building – or like an institution or agency or something.  So, and I know these kids really well and have more contact with their parents and their friends and even their extended family.  So, I do feel like I have more control, at least by talking to them about what’s going on with the kids.  There’s five kids, all boys – and that’s another story (laughs) but, three are my daughter’s and they’re five and seven years old, and two are her neighbor’s, and they’re three and seven years old. And so, what I don’t like is that I get taken for granted and nobody appreciates me.  It’s just assumed that I’m there to help, and believe me, I know I help.  I do all sorts of stuff for them.  What I don’t like is they always just assume I’ll do it.  Sometimes I feel like a slave.  And, then, of course, one of those kids will say something funny and I’ll decide that it’s worth it anyway.

FACILITATOR
So, I’ve heard several different kinds of things that made it a bad experience.  One is wondering if you’re really making a difference, and the other is being taken for granted. Is that right?

Olivia

Well, I was gonna say that the other thing, for me, is that the politics of an organization, like the one I worked for, the National Leukemia Research Center, it was an important organization, but the staff weren’t very good at keeping the politics away from the volunteers.  One of the staff told me about some financial mismanagement by one of the local site managers, and that it was under investigation, and this staff person didn’t like that manager and I could tell she was trying to turn me and other volunteers against him, and I’m like, you know, this is my volunteer time, and I just want to help out, I don’t want to be involved with management issues. I hated that and it was why I eventually left.  The staff treated us too much like staff, and I didn’t want to be in that gossip loop.

Rewards for volunteer work

What incentives should organizations offer to people who volunteer or do service for them?  

If you were volunteering your time, how would you like to be thanked? 

[Is saying thank you enough? Is knowing you've made a difference enough?]

Jose

I think it’s important for organizations to make things fun, and to give you some way of seeing the impact you have.  Those two things are the most important for me.  Especially the fun.  Frankly, I wouldn’t do the dance sessions with the kids unless it was fun for me.  I’m glad it’s more than that, but it’s gotta be fun.

Olivia

Like I just said, I’d make sure the staff keep the volunteers out of the organizations politics.

George 

I think people have to be thanked.  And it’s good to be thanked in two ways.  For me, I like it when the boys and girls all thank me, and I know sometimes the teacher gets them to do this.  And, I also like it when the teachers go out of their way to thank me. So, if a there’s some way that the people you’re helping, and the staff can show appreciation, I think that’s important.

Annette

I agree with George.  Being thanked and appreciated.  And it doesn’t have to be costly, or about a financial reward or anything.  Like, for instance, I raise English Mastiff dogs, and have  breeding license and everything, and so we always have puppies on the way, or puppies getting their shots, or puppies being sold.  Well, this one time the neighbour, as a thanks, gave me a calendar that she had made from photos of different litters that were born in those months.  It didn’t cost much and I loved it – and I was kinda counting on it every year! (chuckles).  So, that was like a really nice way to thank me, personally, but it only happened once.

Rosa

Based on my experience, and so this might not hold for other people, I just think that the reward is likely be unexpected, like it’s hard to plan, and I also think it’s deeply personal.  I don’t think the Peace Corps could have planned on how I was going to gain such personal rewards from the experience, but I might be wrong about that.  So, I think in my situation that the reward is just part of the deal.  It’ll happen one way or another, and it might be hard some times, but it’ll happen.

FACILITATOR
So, I haven’t heard anything about perks like free parking, or meals, or, like some people serve as ushers so they can attend an event for free.  What about those kinds of things?  Do you think they make a difference?

Jose

They might for some people, but not for others.  That can get expensive, depending on the organization.  It makes more sense for, like someone who wants to be involved with the symphony, not for what I do in the schools.

Rosa

But, you know, now that you mention it, I’m not sure it would make a difference in some situations, but it might in others.  Like, I might be interested in a season of ushering if I’d never seen, like, a ballet before or something. And, I might never think about volunteering until someone told me, “hey, we can go to this event tonight for free if we help with set-up or something.”  Plus, this could be ways of exposing people to the arts who’d never seen certain events before, so the perk might actually bring volunteers in and help the symphony or whatever with their own mission. 

Annette

I’m not sure of the kind of perk I could get like that for what I do with the kids, but I could see it being helpful, yup.   Each organization has to think about what makes a difference to their own volunteers, I guess.

FACILITATOR
Okay, well, speaking of perks (chuckles) we have a small thank-you in the form of a gift certificate, so I’ll pass those around now, and want to thank you for being here.  I really enjoyed meeting you and hearing what you had to say about volunteering.  This information will be combined with all of our other interviews and focus groups and we’ll be submitting suggestions to the International Congress some time before the end of the year.  Thanks again.
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