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I was Skyping with Jayne Cravens last week when she heard a knock at her door. It was her

developmentally challenged friend from the group home on her block asking when they were going to

walk another neighbor’s dog. Turns out that Jayne has evolved a great, multi-level, informal

volunteering role: when she is home and not in a meeting, she takes the dogs of a homebound older

neighbor out for a walk, and also provides companionship to another neighbor from a group home

who loves animals and wants to walk, too. (For those of you who don’t know Jayne, she is co-author of

our brand-new The Last Virtual Volunteering Guidebook – shameless plug!)

We chatted a bit about how all this developed. But then Jayne shared her frustration in trying to get

an organization to support the model – allowing her informal volunteering to develop naturally into

something more formal. That way Jayne would not be all alone in supporting her neighbor and,

perhaps, it might be a way to connect her neighbor to other available services she could use. First, she

contacted the local animal shelter to see if they could help her to find other nearby volunteers who

could handle the dog walking for her neighbor when Jayne was not available, also mentioning to the

shelter how this could be a wonderful volunteer service in general to assist older people with pets.

The answer was no, along with various comments on the risk and liability of such a plan. Then she

contacted the local senior center and got the same answer for the same reasons.

Having become friends with the pastor of a church on her block (which both of her neighbors attend),

she contacted him to put a notice in the church bulletin about this volunteering opportunity. He did –

but no one from the congregation came forward to help walk the dogs although, she noted,

parishioners do volunteer to support this neighbor in other ways.

The Implications of Informal Volunteering

Jayne’s story of informal volunteering in a neighborhood made me consider some challenging

questions for those of us in volunteer resources management:

Can we ever capture and build on the ways that some people naturally help others?
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Do volunteer resources managers focus too much on formal volunteering systems while

overlooking more casual yet highly meaningful opportunities for service?

How do we react when someone suggests a completely new service?

What’s our role in fostering and supporting self-help and mutual aid?

On one hand I want to avoid implying that we should co-opt neighborliness or simple kindness.

People do not need us to organize their personal interactions and we can kill off enthusiasm by

developing systems for channeling it. Also, I do understand concerns about the safety of both clients

and volunteers, and the need for a degree of accountability, if not control, over activities done in the

name of an organization.

On the other hand, we can learn something from the mutual aid that evolves organically based on

real needs.

For one thing, people are pretty good at knowing what service they would like to receive. Jayne’s

neighbor wants to do right by the pet she loves. Someone else might need the lawn mowed, or an

occasional outing to the mall, or a tutorial in using a smartphone. In the same vein, people generally

know the kinds of things they can or like to do and when they can do it. Note that sometimes they will

put a great deal of effort into a time-consuming favor; other times they will only do what is possible in

tandem with errands they are already doing for their own family.

Is there a way to build on such one-to-one exchange so that we can meet the needs of more people in

a coordinated way? That’s often what “community organizing” and neighborhood associations are all

about; I’m focusing here on how we might integrate informal service with the other types of

volunteering opportunities we create.

Organize Mutual Aid

Forty years ago, the late Ivan Scheier developed a

wonderful tool for getting a group of people to

develop small, doable exchanges of needs and

talents among themselves with a game he called

“Mini-Max” (Make the MINImum difference in what a

person wants to do and can do, which has the

MAXimum positive impact on other people). In simple

terms, Mini-Max creates an environment in which

people see each other on equal footing: all in need of some things and all capable of helping someone

else with other things. By the end of a session, participants’ needs and skills are matched up and

commitments made for helping one another. It doesn’t require a direct exchange; someone can get

help from one person while fulfilling the need of someone else. [For details about how to run the

game with any group, see the 2009 article in e-Volunteerism, “Mini-Max: Ivan's Game with a Purpose”

(we’re making that article available free of charge to everyone for this month of March). ]
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Think about how this sort of collaborative approach can foster the feeling of community. If you are

working in any sort of neighborhood organizing role, I highly recommend the process as a way to get

people acquainted with and valuing one another. It also has great meaning in a residential setting,

school, or faith community, where residents or members expect to develop relationships with one

another. The key is creating the opportunity to make the mutual commitments and then following up.

Specific Micro-Helping

Every December we see all sorts of holiday gift exchanges, including trees hung with children’s wish

cards which anyone can take and fulfill. That concept could work in other ways. Rather than requests

for things, however, the volunteer office could coordinate gifts of time.

Brainstorm what the people you serve might need or like that could be accomplished within 1-2

hours – as much as possible, actually ask clients directly, though anyone who knows them well could

also contribute to the wish list. The ideas do not have to be complicated. For example: help me

organize a box of photographs; show me how to Skype with my granddaughter; when the azaleas are in

bloom, take me to the park to see them.

Post the wishes (without identifying the client) on a physical bulletin board, or put them into a fish

bowl, or post them to a Web page. Once a volunteer has selected one, then you provide information

about the specific recipient.

Some needs only take a few hours to fulfill, but they are continuous, recurring daily, weekly or

monthly. One option is to find several volunteers willing to share that role or you might offer such

roles to families who could rotate the assistance among themselves and commit to several months of

service. The same idea might work with a nearby faith community, service club, or business. Another

variation might be to partner with a local school and enlist the students and teachers in fulfilling the

wish lists.

All of this takes a different perspective of our role as engagers of volunteers. Sometimes it’s little

things that make a big difference to the people we serve. If you really can’t find a way to organize this

sort of one-to-one connection with brand new volunteers interested initially in such micro-actions,

then at least offer it as a change of pace to current volunteers. Even more important, make sure that

you invite clients to exchange gifts of time. In many cases you will find that being recognized as

capable of helping someone else is a very powerful experience for people almost always treated only

as recipients of someone else’s service.

How We React to Unexpected New Ideas

Finally, Jayne’s experience also illustrates how hard it is for someone to get support for a good idea

that doesn’t quite “fit” into an established organization’s list of services offered. Naturally we cannot

drop everything and create a new project just because someone asks. But if there is anything to be



learned from the history of volunteering, it’s that every nonprofit around today began because a few

mavericks and activists saw an unfilled need and started working on it.

When you get a call from someone like Jayne, it may be an important early warning of new or

different needs in the community that your organization perhaps ought to recognize. Or it may hold a

seed of an idea worth exploring because it really does address your mission.

For example, an animal shelter wants to protect animals and, ideally, keep as many as possible away

from needing a shelter at all. Homebound older people means “shut-in” pets, too. Offering in-home

volunteer pet care, even on a temporary basis, would ultimately protect more animals and relieve

pressure on the shelter. Besides, most shelters have volunteers who would love more time directly

interacting with an animal.

The senior center might also find pet care to be a wonderful way to interact with older people who

have not yet availed themselves of the center’s services. You can see the possibilities, I’m sure.

Everyone can win.

So leaders of volunteers might pay attention to acts of kindness in the community in order to identify

real needs and opportunities for their organizations. History also teaches us that the more obstacles

put in the way of a determined individual volunteer, the more likely that person is to go off

independently and start a new organization! If you don’t act on a potentially great volunteer service

idea, think of how it would be a shame later to realize, “We were asked to be a part of that, but we

turned them down.”

What informal volunteering do you initiate in your organization already?

How do you engage clients in mutual aid?

How do you evaluate new volunteer ideas?

What other ideas can you contribute to this thread?
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Submitted on 07 March 2014 by Jayne Cravens, Consultant, Portland, Oregon, USA

I still don't understand the "risk" problem. Surely I'm not doing anything more risky than what

volunteers for Meals on Wheels do, in visiting people at their homes? Or what Hospice volunteers by

visiting people IN their homes? Or as a mentor for Big Brothers/Big Sisters? Or volunteers at the

shelters in Portland that allow homeless people to bring their pets? How do they manage the risk?

I would be so happy to help adapt policies and trainings at any local nonprofit that would be willing to

help coordinate this service. The need for this service is SO great - surely we aren't going to let fear of

risk stop us from providing service to people in rather dire need of such?
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In the meantime, I'll keep walking the dogs, and regretting the days I can't...

Submitted on 05 March 2014 by Ben Cameron, Partnership Coorindator, Griffith University, Australia

Susan, what a wonderful illustration of the benefit of community development and informal

volunteering. However, there needs to be a strategy to overcome the risk and liability with which you

referred to: Most organisations are risk averse and will not be involved in brokering relationships

within the community and then being found remiss in duty of care for not assessing the safety of

those relationships. Further, they do not want to be involved in any event that may cause damage to

their brand even if the chance is remote. If you have any tips to overcome same that would be

wonderful, as our society is structured around transfer of risk and liability to an insurance company,

and in turn the insurance company will then transfer liability back to the insured if the insured is

found to be in breach of duty of care and risk management processes eg. sent a person to a house

only for that person to become bitten by a nasty bull dog. It appears combining informal and formal is

difficult in a world predicated on liability, risk and image.

Submitted on 04 March 2014 by Jane Federer, Director, Volunteer Services, Ohio State's Wexner Medical

Center, Columbus, Ohio, USA

Susan - your comment about allowing service recipients to help got me thinking. At Ohio State's

Wexner Medical Center, on occasion, patient's family members stop in to ask if they can volunteer.

We typically think of only our 'formal' volunteer process which may not work for them. If we had

supplies available to make fleece tie lap blankets or patient greeting cards - which external groups

help with - these family members may feel great about the chance to give back immediately for the

care their loved one is receiving.
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