Transcript of US focus group of those who have never done volunteer work.

Defining volunteer work

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

Stephanie

It means doing things for people.  Taking time away from your own schedule to do something not because it will benefit you but because it will benefit someone else.

Roberta

Yes.  It’s about giving instead of taking.

Stephanie

Right, and it’s not that you might not get something out of it, but there’s got to be something about it that isn’t for you.

Raul

I think it’s about having time to give other people. You know?  Some of us just don’t have the time. I’d love to volunteer, but I’m raising a family, I work full-time, I’m getting a doctorate in public policy, and there’s no time left.  Any time left goes to me just so I don’t go crazy (laughs).  So nobody has to volunteer to take care of me when I go crazy (laughs).

Elaine

Well, I might have a different story.  Because I guess technically I have volunteered, but I don’t think of it as volunteering, because the courts made me do it and it was all organized for me.

FACILITATOR

Oh, interesting.

Elaine

Yes, so I . . . well for me it was part of a diversion program where when you have minor offences, like non-violent crimes – graffiti or whatever – they have this program in juvenile court where you get to go a mediation program instead of sent to serve time.  So, that’s what happened to me.  I did this mediation and part of what I had to do was pay back the money to fix it and also volunteer with Parks and Recreations to clean up trash and stuff for thirty hours.  So, you tell me.  Was that volunteering?  I mean, they called it “community service.”

FACILITATOR

Well, what do you think?

Elaine

Yes and no.  I mean, I was called a volunteer, and I chose to do it, but the alternative wasn’t looking so good, if you know what I mean (laughs).  So, no.  Not really.  I mean, if I went back to do it now – and I could see doing that because I got a lot out of it – then it would be volunteering, but basically they made me do it, and so that’s why I said I was somebody who didn’t volunteer.

FACILITATOR

So how would you define volunteering?  What does it mean?

Elaine

It means that you give something of yourself but only when you have the choice.  It’s not something you can be forced into, or made to do.  It’s a true choice between doing it or not doing it.  It’s not a choice between doing this or else you’re going to have to do that.

FACILITATOR

Okay.  That’s helpful.  Thanks.

Reasons for not volunteering?

Why haven’t you volunteered in the past? [Potential probes: Opportunity? Bad experiences other people have had? Time? Not interested -why?]  
Raul

Like I said, time.  For me, that’s the whole thing.  Time. There are so many demands on me, that I can’t do it.  Now, maybe when I retire, and my own kids are through college – because one of them is just starting.  Then, there will be time.  And then I’d love to volunteer.  Really.  But I could barely volunteer to come here tonight, and I actually did it as a favour for a friend who organizes them – so maybe this isn’t even volunteering.  Maybe it’s just a favour.  I don’t know.

FACILITATOR

Okay.  Is time a relevant factor for some of the rest of you?  Yes?  Okay, I see some heads nodding.  Tell me about it.

Stephanie

Well, I’m looking for a job right now, and that takes up all of my time, and if I was to volunteer I’d feel guilty that I wasn’t looking for a job or earning money, you know?  I got to pay my bills, I can’t be out volunteering.

Roberta

It is hard, when you think about all the other things you’re supposed to be doing.  You can feel guilty instead of good about volunteering.

Elaine

Well, for me, after my experience, I just think that volunteering can be another way that the man squeezes a little more work out of you, you know?

Raul

Really?

Elaine

Absolutely.  I don’t trust agencies that have volunteers.  At least not volunteers that are from juvenile court.  I think they’re just looking for slave labor, and that’s all.  It’s a way for places who need workers but can’t afford them.

Raul

Hmmm.  I see what you’re saying. Do you think that there are places that aren’t like that?  Where the volunteers are respected and appreciated?

Elaine

Yes. Some places, like maybe synagogues or places where they want you to volunteer because you have a very different skill that they need – not just scrubbing graffiti off a wall – anyone can do that. So, if they treat you like you really have something to give, then it’s probably okay, but I don’t know of any of those places. 

FACILITATOR

Okay.

Roberta

Well, I haven’t had that experience, so, I don’t know.  I just think it’s about having so much time pressures already.  It’s the time.  I’m with Raul.  I’d do it if I could.

FACILITATOR

Okay.

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?]

Elaine

Like I said, I just want to be treated like I’m giving something, not like I’m being punished

FACILITATOR

Okay. What would that mean?  How would somebody thank you for that special gift that you bring?  What would make you feel appreciated or rewarded?

Elaine

I think it’s about the relationships – not about stuff like, you mean like free admission or certificates or something?

FACILITATOR

It could be – but it doesn’t have to be.  I just want to know what you would find to be a decent kind of thank you.

Elaine

I’d like people to go out of their way to connect with me. Figure out who I am and be interested in what’s going on in my life, and then when they say thank you, I’d know that they meant it.  That’s all.  Just being decent to people.
Stephanie

I have a friend who does volunteer security at the big spring festival just doing crowd control, and she’s asked me to do it, but I haven’t because I’d rather just pay for the concert, but she loves it and has met some people and I don’t think she’d do it unless it meant that she could see all the shows for free. You could say that about all the students these days who get to travel when they volunteer for great work in underdeveloped countries - would they be doing that work here in town in the bad areas that sure need housing?

Elaine

Yeah, I guess that’d be nice.  But then it seems like working, and not like volunteering to me.  You’re still getting paid, it’s just that you’re paid with a show. 

Stephanie

Maybe.

Raul

Well, I’d like to think that if I had time, it wouldn’t matter about the thank you – but I agree with Elaine that it’s important to feel respected and acknowledged, or else why would you do it?  You know?  It’s like your free time.  It’s like recess (laughs).  So, why would you go to recess if you knew you’d be beaten up? (laughs) Right?  I mean, it’s got to be pleasurable some how, and everyone wants to be respected.

Roberta

I agree with that.  I mean, an unexpected gift is nice, but I wouldn’t be motivated by it. It wouldn’t be the reason I’d volunteer. I’d just volunteer because I had the time and because the issue was important to me, whatever it is, and then I’d like to be respected, and have it be a good experience, but I wouldn’t expect some kind of benefit.  I mean, benefits are things like health insurance that you get at work.  So, don’t those benefits like free tickets make it more like work, and less like volunteering?

Stephanie

Maybe.  But, I guess maybe not all volunteer experiences have to be so altruistic.  You know, maybe it’s just another exchange, like you scratch my back and I’ll scratch yours.  You know?  It’s like interpersonal barter.  Where’s the line?

Raul

Interesting.

FACILITATOR

Okay, we’re going to come back to this issue about motivations some more at the end, but this is helpful.  So, are there things we haven’t talked about that an agency could do to thank you for volunteering?  No?  Okay.

What would consider?

What kinds of volunteer work would you consider doing?  What types of volunteering might interest you?

Roberta

I love working with kids, and I miss it now that mine are grown and out of the house.  So, anything that helps kids.

Raul

I’d rather do something cultural, like with the arts, the symphony or something.  I miss that stuff and instead of just soaking it all in during this fantasy that I call “retirement” (laughs), I could see volunteering as a way of being involved.

FACILITATOR

So, Roberta talked about children because that’s something she used to have and now misses, what about you and the symphony?  Is that a dormant kind of hobby for you? Or?

Raul

Well, I know a little, and I’ve been before, but I’ve never made it a regular part of my life, and I guess that’s how I always imagine spending time if I had more of it.  I don’t really want to travel, or say buy a boat and go waterskiing all the time.  I’d like to spend it soaking up some of the performing arts. 

FACILITATOR

Okay, others?

Elaine

Well, I know I don’t want to clean graffiti (laughs).  But, I could see doing something with that mediation program I mentioned, like, helping youth through the system and being like an advocate for them. You know, ‘cause sometimes they got nobody.  I mean nobody. And I bet there’s someone out there who could use me to do that. I can relate to both sides, you know. 

Stephanie

I just think I’d get burned out too much if I was dealing with those problems.  I mean, I think that’s great that there’s people like you who’ll do it, but I know I’d get burned out.  I had another friend work on a battered women’s hotline, and she tried to get me to do it, but I was too scared, and then I watched her, and she lasted like three weeks.  Couldn’t take it.  It was depressing. 

Elaine

But it isn’t always depressing.

Stephanie

I know, I just think I’d rather do something that’s about playing and having fun, like sporting events for people with disabilities or something.  You know?  Help people get out into the fresh air and get moving.

FACILITATOR

Okay, so let’s get back to some of the things you were talking about earlier.

What would motivate?

What would be a motivator for you to engage in volunteer work?  What could agencies do to make it more appealing to you? 

[Facilitators: Get participants to think of some experience recently when you helped someone out - a family member or friend? How was this different from doing volunteer work?]

Stephanie

This is like the free concert admission, right?  Like we were talking earlier.

FACILITATOR

Right.  It could be. Or it could be other things.  It might be different things for different people.  Okay, so you said that you think your friend volunteers for the festival for the free admission.  It’s a way to cut corners or save money, right?

Stephanie

Yes, and I could see how some people would volunteer for a perk like that.  It might be just what’s needed to get them signed up.
FACILITATOR

What about for you?  What would help make it more appealing to you?

Stephanie

Well, I gotta say, this time thing does make a difference, and I’m not sure what agencies could do about that.  I guess maybe make it really flexible – so it’s not like every Wednesday at 3:30 you have to show up. Right?  Maybe more like short-term activities.  One day every six months, when it suits my life, or something. That would make me feel less obligated in case things are busy that week.

Elaine

I also think that’s a good idea.  And again, if they advertise about the people you’ll be working with and become friends with, and that you’ll be in like a new little community. That would be great. You know, build a community with a group of volunteers.  Everyone can use more friends, right?  

Raul

But “flexible” and “community” mean messy! That’s not good for me. And I reckon it’s not good for the agency that needs the volunteers either; they have to be able to count on the volunteers to do a good job and do it right, and do it on time and when it’s needed. You  know, another thing that would motivate me?  Is just being clear.  So, any kind of materials produced that advertise, or even in orientation or training, I just like things to be clear.  This is what you’ll be doing, this is how you might experience it, these are the things that might be challenging, and these are the kinds of rewards you can expect.  I think all agencies should do that.  Just be clear.  If I see an ad for something, and it’s clear, then I’m much more motivated to look into it.  You know, when it’s like, “sign up now for cable TV and get a free gift” I’m like, that’s such a hook, you know, and it’s not clear, and I’m not interested.  I want to know what the gift is and when the offer ends, and what are the extra hook up charges, and all of that. 

Roberta
Um-hmm. That’s a good idea.  And, you know, if I knew someone who did it and could talk to them about it, or if they just told me what it was like for them, that also helps make it more clear. More like you know what you’re getting into.  Like Stephanie with some of her friends.  She hasn’t done it yet, but the opportunity is there.  If she volunteers she’s probably more likely to do it with some of those friends. 

FACILITATOR

So, some of the possibilities so far would be perks like free tickets, an environment that builds a community among the volunteers, something that’s fun, something that is clear – like Raul mentioned, and then something like Roberta just mentioned about your existing friends and knowing somebody who’s doing something already and then going along with them.  Right?  Are there other things that might motivate you?  Or, did I get those right?  Is that a fair summary?

Raul

You know, I’m not sure if this makes sense, but we seem to not have enough time, and some people may just not be aware or feel at all compelled.  So, generating some sort of civic responsibility, where people are motivated to pay back to society, not because they have to, like Elaine was kind of forced, and I wouldn’t like that either.  But, maybe it’s not on anyone’s radar because we don’t emphasize it.  Like, there’s no course in high school on community service and how to get involved.  So, maybe that’s a larger social issue, but that might be another way to motivate people. 

FACILITATOR
Okay, great.  Anything else that anyone wants to add?  Okay, we’ll you’ve been wonderful, and to thank you for your time we have a small gift that is a gift certificate, and I’ll hand those out now.  Thanks again. Please take some of the leftover food with you if you have anyone to feed at home – because we can’t take all of this back.  Please, feel free to even grab some extra plates and stuff.
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