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EDITORIAL 

It is up to civil society to progressively work towards changing mindsets, to change characters 
and to change attitudes. 

Xanana Gusmao 

This first issue of The journal for 2003 speaks of the value and challenges of inclusiveness, 
from the global perspective of building civil society to a focused perspective for building effec­
tive boards. These articles encourage us to embrace the potential to change thinking, ideas and 
behaviors through volunteerism. 

The opening article is the keynote address of Mr. Xanana Gusmao, President of Timor-Leste, 
from the 17th International Association of Volunteer Efforts (JAVE) World Volunteer Confer­
ence. Mr. Gusmao reminds us that in many countries of the world volunteerism is more than 
individual acts of compassion or assistance. It is about the development of a civil society that 
has the power to build community, respect differences and value fraternity and solidarity. 

Linda Graff and John Vedell share attitudes towards volunteerism and inclusiveness from the 
perspective of volunteers, and perspective volunteers, with disabilities, as well as from agency 
personnel. Their voices are shared through the direct quotes of focus group participants. 
These words are like a mirror reflecting positive and negative experiences. 

The third article by Miller, Schleien and Bedini explores barriers that volunteer managers 
perceive to including volunteers with disabilities, with specific emphasis on individuals with 
developmental disabilities/mental retardation. The authors offer strategies and considerations 
for developing inclusive volunteering. They conclude that volunteering has the potential to 
build communities that recognize the unique contributions of all citizens. 

The study of 4-H volunteers in Pennsylvania explores the potential of the Internet as an 
educational delivery system that can provide information "on-demand" in an easy, fast and 
cost-effective manner as well as being a powerful recruitment tool for potential volunteers and 
interested youth. The Internet offers us new opportunities to create volunteer communities that 
can include those who have previously been excluded because of disabilities or restricted trans­
portation and schedules. 

Joe Clark's commentary offers volunteer administrators ideas for increasing participation by 
people with disabilities by making web sites more accessible. Written for volunteer managers 
and not the IT technician, Joe offers easy, inexpensive ideas for accommodating the large num­
bers of people with disabilities who are online. We are reminded again that community is built 
in many ways. (I came across Joe on the Internet, reading an interview (Slapshot.org) about his 
new book, Building Accessible Websites. He graciously agreed to write this article for The journal) 

Our last article is a best practices model for the selection and retention of quality volunteer 
trustees/board members. The importance of this community of leadership volunteers is critical 
to all aspects of our organizations. The authors show that by developing a comprehensive nomi­
nating process, organizations can serve the diverse needs of the community, as well as ensure 
inclusiveness at the board table. 

Building inclusive communities of volunteers, through the Internet, at the board table, or 
through the engagement of people with disabilities, nurtures civil society and reflects the values 
of fraternity and solidarity. 

Mary V. Merrill, Editor 
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ABSTRAC.;(;i 

• Volunteering, Reaching Out for Reconciliation and Peace 
His Excellency Mr. Xanana Gusmao 
Keynote Address to the 17th JAVE World Volunteer Conference 
Peace must derive from the peace of mind within each human being, between individuals expressed in the 
solidarity between communities, expressed by tolerance within societies until it reaches the level of mutual 
respect between countries. In this standardized world of questionable values, volunteering is a movement 
worth pursuing. The spirit of volunteering, amidst a society or a community, is a nobler way of working 
for it does not demand for benefits but rather a sense of responsibility. 

• It Shouldn't Be This Difficult: The Views of Agencies and Persons 
With Disabilities on Supported Volunteering 
Linda L. Graff and john A. Vedell 
In 1997, eleven agencies in Waterloo Region (Ontario, Canada) committed to "supported volunteering" 
launched their "Opportunities for All" project, which aimed to discover the potential for supported volun­
teering in local community agencies. For purposes of Opportunities for All, supported volunteering means 
ensuring fuller participation in volunteering by persons with disabilities through the provision of addition­
al placement assistance, volunteer placement development and accommodation, coaching on the (volun­
teer) job, and/or other forms of needed support. The project design included a) a literature review, 
b) a survey of 197 community agencies in Waterloo Region, and, c) focus groups with volunteers, 
prospective volunteers and agency representatives. An earlier article focused on the results of the communi­
ty agency survey. This article addresses the results of the focus groups, including some encouraging find­
ings as well as some striking examples of barriers to the development of supported volunteering. 

• Barriers to The Inclusion of Volunteers With Developmental Disabilities 
Kimberly D. Miller, MS., CTRS, Stuart J Schleien, Ph.D., CTRSICPRP. and 
Leandra A. Bedini, Ph.D., CTRS/CPRP 
Given the current need for a greater volunteer pool from which to recruit and the potential benefits that 
individuals with disabilities could gain from volunteering, a study was designed to explore the prevalence 
of volunteers with developmental disabilities (DD/MR) in the United States. Also, barriers and benefits 
that volunteer coordinators perceive to the inclusion of individuals with DD/MR were identified. It was 
found that volunteers with disabilities accounted for only 5.7% of the volunteer pool, volunteers with 
DD/MR only accounted for 1.1 %, and barriers such as staffing issues and transportation were prominent. 
Optimistic findings included the perceived benefits to including individuals with DD/MR and interest in 
learning how to accommodate volunteers with disabilities. Implications of the results are discussed and rec­
ommendations for future research are provided. 

• 4-H Volunteers and the Internet: A Partnership for the Future 
Claudia C Mincemoyer, Ph.D. 
This descriptive study surveyed 4-H volunteers in Pennsylvania to determine if they are receptive to receiv­
ing curriculum projects and resources from the Internet. The study also examined current rates of accessi­
bility of the population of 4-H volunteers and frequency of access to the Internet. By determining likeli­
hood and frequency of access to Internet resources, policy and direction is given for curriculum and 
resource dissemination to 4-H volunteers across the state. Implications for other volunteer organizations 
are also discussed as Internet accessibility and use increases. 
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• Understanding \Veb Accessibili-ty 
Joe Clark 
People with disabilities can and do surf the Web, often with the use of adaptive technology that compen­
sates for particular disabilities. But for Web sites to be reasonably accessible, Web authors have to take 
certain care in the way they create pages. The article explains the basics of Web accessibility; explores the 
range of disability groups involved, with population statistics; and provides references for accessible Web 
authoring. 

• 'W'orking With a Comprehensive Nominating Process 
Sue Inglis, Ph.D. and Sheelah Dunn Dooley. MA., MEd. 
We have found effective nominating committees to contribute greatly to the overall success of the board 
and the organization. In this article we describe our experiences as committee members with a nominat­
ing process at a large metropolitan YWCA. The process included five phases: I. Board Charge and Needs 
Assessment, 2. Recruitment Strategy, 3. Candidate Selections, 4. Candidate Integration and 
5. Evaluation and Future Planning. Continued examination and development of nominating processes are 
important as more boards take on the challenge of critically attending to the selection and retention of 
quality trustees who can lead the organization through complex times with increased levels of openness 
and accountability. 
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FEATURE§ 

Volunteering, Reaching Out for Reconciliation and Peace 
by 

His Excellency Mr. Xanana Gusmao 

Keynote Address to the 17th IAVE World Volunteer Conference 

It is a great honor to be here, representing 
the people ofTimor-Leste, at the 17th IAVE 
World Volunteer Conference. I warmly thank 
the organizers of this Conference, namely Dr. 
Kang and Madam Liz Burns, for giving me 
this opportunity and for challenging me to 
further reflect upon this important theme and 
its implications. 

A reconciliation process compels one to 
reflect upon the universality of pain, suffer­
ing, and forgiveness. These feelings know no 
boundaries - they are the human condition. 
Sometimes the pain is so overwhelming that 
talk of forgiveness seems like another insult 
- people who talk to perpetrators of injus­
tice are accused of insulting the victims. Initi­
ating dialogue with a recent foe is a difficult 
process. In this sense, I come today from the 
field of sorrows where the sea of sadness 
washed our shores for so many years that we 
even lost names of those for whom we seek 
justice. I have heard the same words from our 
brothers and sisters in other places in the 
world. We know from our knowledge of his­
tory that civilization evolved from brutality, 
but also that peace followed great wars. 

What then does a tolerant society in the 
21st century do to speed up the healing 
process? Truth and Reconciliation are impor­
tant elements but the parties must become 
engaged- dialogue is the primary objective 
and conditions for an effective exchange of 
views a basic requirement. Getting the oppo­
site sides to the table sounds like a simple 

negotiation but reality is very complex. 
People have different perceptions. 

Let me explain the situation in Timor­
Leste in more detail. In 2000 we strove to 
revive dialogue and many meetings were held 
starting with Jakarta and including gatherings 
in Singapore, Tokyo, Denpasar and Baucau, 
Timor-Leste. These meetings were largely 
aimed at promoting dialogue with the pro­
autonomy leadership. 

It must be acknowledged that the people 
did not agree with these meetings and we 
were accused of distorting the spirit of recon­
ciliation. We reflected deeply on this message 
from the people and resolved to identify 
another mechanism. On the other hand, rec­
onciliation could not be strictly limited to 
this period of our history. The reconciliation 
process is one that has been ongoing, even 
during the armed struggle stage, and covers a 
period of over two decades. 

Our process of reconciliation began in the 
aftermath of events before the invasion of 
Timor-Leste by Indonesian military, in 
August 1975, when the two main parties 
engaged in a brief but violent clash whose 
effects are still felt today. To this, we must 
add the process arising from the violence in 
September 1999 perpetrated by militia 
groups organized, structured and funded by 
some sectors of the Indonesian military deter­
mined to block the self-determination and 
independence process ofTimor-Leste. 

The need for us to formulate a National 

Mr. Xanana Gusmiio, President of Timor-Leste, addressed the 17th World Volunteer Conference of the International Association 
of Volunteer Effort (JAVE), November 11-15, in Seoul, Korea. 
The conference brought together over 1,200 people from some 80 countries. Under the theme of "Volunteers Reaching out for 
Peace and Reconciliation," the conference aimed to strengthen the relationships between volunteer organizations. 
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Reconcili ation Policy becam e clear as well as 
rhe need for all the parries involved, govern­
ment , judiciary, and civil society to be gu ided 
by a single Code of Co ndu ct without which 
our effort s at reconciliation were bound to 

fail. 
All of rhe governm ent bodies agreed char 

reconciliation should offer a means wh ereby 
th e perpetrator s of hum an rights violation s 
can sit together with rhe victim s and commu­
nity leaders. From here comm enced the sec­
ond phase of the reconciliation process most­
ly con centr ated on the Septe mber 1999 
violence. W ith the ann ouncement of the 
unqu alified support of the Ind onesian 
auth oriti es, we pro ceeded to organi ze meet­
ings at various localities along rhe border in 
both the north and south of the countr y, 
includin g in the enclave of O ecusse-Amb eno , 
as well as in Bali and West Tim or. 

Throu ghout thi s process I have witnessed 
tense encount ers, which ended with tears 
being shed and embr aces of forgiveness 
exchanged between former foes. Such meet­
ings allowed us to dispel many of the con­
cerns regardin g perso nal revenge, which 
persisted. 

suspected of serious crimes is necessary to 
facilitate the reconciliation pro cess. 

A good deal is spoken outside Tim or-Leste 
on rhe subject of trauma. In East Tim or's case 
I believe traum a is experienced at a person al 
level, bu r it is nor a generalized phe nomenon. 
Personally I believe char we mu st view trauma 
from another angle, char is, as it may be expe­
rienced by the family members and parti cu­
larly the child ren of chose facing prison sen­
tences of 10, 15, or even 20 years. 

Recon ciliat ion mu st be meanin gful. I am 
of the view that reconciliation succeeds on ly 
when East T imorese society stops being 
haunt ed by the ghosts of conflicts of the past. 
We have already proud ly show n to rhe wo rld 
that, in spire of 24 years of violence and suf­
fering wh ich culmina ted in Septem ber 1999, 
rhe East Timo rese people desire to live in har­
mony and to atta in tru e peace of mind. T he 
two elect ions, whi ch too k place within the 
space of 7 month s, were carr ied our peaceful­
ly and with an excepti onally high level of 
pop ular participat ion . 

We agree with the need for justice. After 
all, thi s is a po litical process and nor merely a 
ju dicial one. Th at is why, in my progra ms 

(and I was elected President In each of these meet ings, 
we emph asized rhe imp or­
tan ce of justice being done. 
Whil st we recognize char 
many intern ational organiza­
tions take exception to our 
appro ach, our pos ition con­
tinu es to be that we must 
allow the perpetrator s of 
crimes to meet with vict ims 

We advocate a reconciliation on the basis of my programs) 

process whereby justice is I defende d strong ly the need 
for am nesty for th ose already 
indict ed and serving prison 
terms. 

meted out to perpetrators 

but which eschews revenge, 
I have already mentioned 

tha t rhe process requires a 
balancing of int erests. I wish 
to includ e here the nationa l 

resentment and hatred. 

before they decide to ret urn to Tim or-Leste 
and to face trial there. 

We advocate a reconciliation process 
whereby justice is meted our to perpetrato rs 
bu t whi ch eschews revenge, resentm ent , and 
hatred. 

Thi s is a very compl ex issue. To start a rec­
onciliation pro cess requir es a balan cing of 
intere sts. O n on e hand the inte rests of just ice 
and on the ocher hand the int erests of a suf­
fering communi ty who follow a leader who is 
unwilling to return for fear of punish me nt . 

As I said earlier, a good kn owledge of the 
laws of Tim or-Leste and attitud es co tho se 
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int erest of guaranteeing political and social 
stabili ty. T his mu st inclu de stabili ty along the 
bord er and streng th enin g our cooperat ion 
with Indon esia, in parti cular its eastern 
region. Onl y thu s can we furth er our devel­
opm ent pro cess and attain its main goals. 

We mu st see our reconciliation efforts as a 
means of consolidating national stabi lity and 
of contributin g co world peace. 

In chis so-called globalizat ion era we all 
hop ed the world wo uld enjoy a type of eco­
nomic order with a high level of techn ologi­
cal developm ent that would enable us to find 
solut ion s and seek ways to eradicate poverty, 



hun ger, disease and ignor ance from che 
world. 

Bue afte r all, we now live an era of mis­
tru st , an era whe re feelings of violent hat red 
and revenge are gainin g ground almost every­
where. 

basis of fundamental prin ciples of indi vid uals. 
H owever, there is sti ll into lerance, wh ichever 
its character o r natu re and wh ichever form it 
cakes to be expressed , in already establi shed 
and stable demo cratic societies. 

Diff erence has man y dim ensions to it and 
should no t be perceived merely in its politi cal 
cont ent , in the form of freedo m of speech , be 

l e is very sad to note chat at the same time 
values of freedom an d democracy and princi ­
ples o f to lerance and mutual respect are 
becomin g a conscious pare of 
individu als, we also have to People's attitudes and the 

it in develope d societies o r in 
developing and poor er one s, 
such as ours still und ergoing a 
pose-con flict situat ion. regret the rise of int o lerance 

and the systemat ic use of ter-
behavior of individuals 

ror, which hind ers constru e- should be understood in the 
The compl exity arising 

from d ifference is the result of 
rive dia logue. 

Given chis face now chat 
context of spontaneous reac- repressed feelings, of accumu­

we have ent ered che new mi l- tions, which become irra-
lated feelings of frustration 
and aspirat ion s. 

lennium , it is urgent chat all 
peop les of the wo rld uni te 
aro und the sacred goal of 
bui ldin g peace. 

tional because they are not Th erefore, the peace of 
mind we envisage mu st be the 

self-controlled, or as residues outcome of a long bu t perma­

Peace cannot be the privi­
lege of a few and an "offer" 

of hatred and revenge. 
nent effort towards reconc ilia-

to all others. Peace is th e mo st funda mental 
asset of every hum an being. Peace is not the 
mere absence of conflict nor is it the mere 
agreement between countri es to avoid war. 

Peace mu st derive from the peace of mind 
wit hin each hum an being , betwee n individu ­
als exp ressed in the solidarity between com­
muniti es, expressed by tolerance within soci­
eties until it reaches the level of mutu al 
respect between countri es. 

Peace of mind means that people feel tru ly 
free; free from psychological or politi cal pres­
sure, free from economi c pr essure or social 
tension, free from past trauma , free from the 
da ily shortcomings, and free from the fear of 
what tomorrow may brin g. 

Peace is the out come of the needed int er­
action of behavio rs within a society whi ch , 
then, breeds po licies by the governmental 
bodi es. In chis sense, peace mu st be an ace of 
sovereignty by the people. If each citizen lives 
at peace with ocher cit izens, every people and 
every countr y will live at peace wit h ocher 
countn es. 

Towa rds chis nob le obj ect ive, the reconcili­
at ion of spirit and mind s gain s even greater 
imp orta nce. 

In a democrat ic society, difference is the 

non. 
Peop le's atti tud es and the 

behavior of ind ividuals should be und ersto od 
in th e context of spont aneous reactions, 
which become irrat ional because they are not 
self-contro lled, or as residu es of hatred and 
revenge. 

T he shift towards acceptin g com promi se 
can only be made if it arises from the con­
sciou s acceptance of the norm s of to lerance 
and mutual respect, wh ich , in turn , will 
encourage the values of fraternity and solid ar­
ity. 

But this will not be possible without the 
reconciliation of mind s. 

Reconciliation is a proc ess with a personal 
and a social d imension. It mu st matur e with ­
in each individual so that society may unit e 
around the values of tolerance and mutu al 
respect. 

Recon ciliation is not a simpl e pro cess and 
th erefore it is not an easy one, but it is also 
not impo ssible to achieve. 

And, w ithout reconciliation there is no 
peace. 

We have established a Co mmi ssion for 
Receptio n , Truth and Reconciliat ion in 
Timor-Leste . Effons are being und ertaken ro 
orga nize its presence in every distri ct and sub­
d istrict to ensure greater efficiency in seekin g 
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solut ions amid st the local 
communities at village and 
haml et level. 

The spirit of volunteering, become any easier. 
In the case of Timor­

Leste, the best-known aspect 
of reconciliation is the effort 
mad e regardi ng perpetrator s 
and vict ims of the 1999 vio­
lence. 

amidst a society or a commu-

Th e Comm ission has a 
mandat e that covers all forms 
of non -p hysical violence, such 
as thr eats, persecution, burn ­
ing of hou ses, plund er, killing 
of live stock and so on , but all 
blood crimes mu st be chan ­
neled to the judiciary system . 

nity, is a nobler way of work-

ing for it does not demand for 

benefits but rather a sense of 
How ever, there are prob­

lems emergi ng regardin g 
conflicts am idst local com­

munities because of events that occurred 
before 1999 and which are demandi ng due 
attent ion from the authori ties in the cou nt ry. 
At the same time , the pop ulat ion is demand­
ing that th e po litical parties involved in the 
vio lent events of 1975 take respon sibility of 
their acts and ask the peo ple for forgiveness . 
To date, this has not been possib le to achieve. 

responsibility. 

In som e areas of the country the Com mis­
sion has successfu lly initi ated its work by pro­
motin g dialogue among confl icting part ies. 
Th is has led co a com mitment to join hand s 
co forget the past and reject violence, which is 
th e most common price paid for "doin g ju s­
tice with one's own hand s". 

Th ere is st ill mu ch co be don e. Above all, 
th ere is a need for a collective awareness co 
seek the truth and demand for ju stice but in 
th e context of reconci liatio n so that future 
generat ions may live without memories of the 
horrors of war. 

Thi s will also be a way co give due value co 
th e sacrifices mad e co free our Homel and . 
Such sacrifices will only be honor ed when we 
reach an equitabl e level of developm ent based 
on a steadfast determin ation co eradi cate 
poverty. 

We will be able co say that tho se sacrifices 
were worthwh ile when we reduce infant mor ­
tality, when every Timor ese family has a 
hou se to live in , drinking water and food, 
when every child attend s schoo l and the pop­
ulati on has access to health care. 

If thi s do es not happen , the grief lived in 
the past will not be healed and the reconcilia­
tion will be a lot harder co achieve. Stability 
will continue to be an aspiration. 

If the reconciliat ion process is co be com­
prehensi ve and deeply rooted in society it is 
most important that , at po litical level, there is 
a collective awareness on the need of such a 
proces s. 

I am also referrin g to a Na tional Policy 
wh ereby state in stitution s are the first ones co 
recognize the magnitud e of the proc ess. How ­
ever, just because there is such recognition , in 
terms of commitm ent and support, it does 
not mean that the road to reconci liation has 
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From chis you can see chat chis is no t a 
mere politic al issue, a qu estion of rheto ric or 
that it is enou gh co have the agreement of 
government and parliam ent on th e recon cilia­
non pro cess. 

To forgive is usually an easy thin g to do . 
But the act of being humble, mean ing co rec­
ognize mistakes and to apo log ize or ask for 
forgiveness is a very har d thin g co do. It 
demand s great courage - political cou rage if 
it refers co politi cians, moral cou rage if it 
refers co citizens . 

Wh en people assume these atti tudes, in 
full humbl eness, then they will reveal a 
hum an dim ensio n that will deserve the appr e­
ciation of all. 

Th e part icipation of civil soc iety in this 
proc ess takes up great importan ce because of 
the complexity of the pro cess. 

C ivil soc iety is freer from certain interests 
and less submitt ed co politi cal or eco nomic 
pressure. The concept of civil society is coo 
oft en attached co NGOs [Non Government 
Organi zation s] . C ivil society should be per­
ceived as including more than NGOs, wh ich 
are often coo professionali sed and link ed co 
po licies of governments that assist them. 

Civ il society sho uld be, first and foremo st, 
the social consci ence of du ty of those who 
have the means cowards the most vulnerab le, 
of chose who have access to know ledge 
cowards th ose who have non e, or less, access 
co information. 



The spirit of volunteering, amidst a society 
or a community, is a nobler way of working 
for it does not demand for benefits but rather 
a sense of responsibility. 

I do·not wish to state that NGOs are 
unnecessary; they certainly are necessary in 
developing and underdeveloped countries for 
they curtail corruption and the mismanage­
ment, which often exists in poorer countries. 

What I wish to state is that we must 
encourage the work and active participation 
of the best prepared segments of our society 
in such varied and relevant areas as peace, 
democracy, reconciliation, solidarity, toler­
ance, education, health and ignorance. 

In this standardized world of questionable 
values, volunteering is a movement worth 
pursuing. 

In Timor-Leste we are undergoing a state­
building process and our civil society is still 
experiencing its embryonic stage, as are many 
other sectors of our nation. 

As President, I called upon myself the 
responsibility not only to nurture civil society 
but also to assist it in gaining a greater under­
standing of its role in the state-building 
process. 

The State is its citizens and citizens must 
be better served in all aspects, so that the 
State itself may become sound and strong. 

In post-conflict processes, civil society has 
an extremely important role to play. In such 
processes, conflicts are no longer of an armed 
nature but often breed generalized violence. 

Such conflicts are often grounded on spe­
cific interests, which may range from political 
to psychological, from economic to social 
ones. 

Too often, state institutions are inoperative 
because their action is mostly addressed to 
solve problems through appeasement. It is up 
to civil society to progressively work towards 
changing mindsets, to change characters and 
to change attitudes. 

Civil society can take up the role of gener­
ating debate and dialogue. To accept debate 
and dialogue is the first step of reconciliation 
where there is respect for difference, where 
self-control is exercised and common values 
are identified as the common denominator 
leading to understanding and mutual respect. 

The value of tolerance will reinforce the 
yearning for peace every human being aspires. 
But peace must stop being an aspiration to 
become reality. 

One of the priorities of my term as Presi­
dent will be to continue to unite the Timo­
rese people in the fight to eradicate poverty. 
In this sense, reconciliation is an essential ele­
ment in the current process of national recon­
struction as in the process of national devel­
opment. 

Early this month and following a number 
of visits to West Timar, I visited Kupang and 
Atambua to address the remaining East Tim­
orese refugees in West Timar and the Indone­
sian authorities. 

The small size of our population and the 
strong sense of community and social solidar­
ity, which are a feature of many economically 
under-developed nations, have facilitated rec­
onciliation amongst East Timorese. In addi­
tion, our people's strong ancestral links to the 
land have been an important factor in bring­
ing refugees home in spite of fears of possible 
retribution. 

Only a wise policy of Reconciliation can 
promote harmony within Timorese society 
and guarantee broad participation as the basic 
condition for social justice and the improve­
ment of the living standards of the popula­
tion. 

Only then will independence have real 
meaning for a people who fought, suffered 
and finally won their right to live in freedom 
and independence. 

We continue to count on the support and 
exchange of experiences of the democratic 
governments and institutions, which have 
assisted us thus far. We share the success we 
have attained so far with all of you, and we 
hope and trust that the experience of the 
small nation ofTimor-Leste can contribute in 
a modest way to informing and enlightening 
your deliberations here at this conference and 
your work in the future. 

Thank you. 
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RESEARCH 

"It Shouldn't Be This Difficult": 
The Views of Agencies and Persons with 
Disabilities on Supported Volunteering 

by Linda L. Graff and John A. Vedell 

INTRODUCTION 
"Opportunities for All," a project focused 

on current and future supported volunteering 
in Waterloo Region, was launched by an 
inter-agency consortium called The Resource 
Group far Supported Volunteering (R. G.S. V.), 
formed In 1997. The Trillium Foundation of 
Ontario funded the project. The R.G.S.V. 
comprised eleven agencies whose mission it is 
to a) serve persons with physical disabilities, 
orb) promote voluntary action in the com­
munity. 

Philosophy 
The philosophical basis for R.G.S.V.'s 

activities is: 
• commitment to "assisting all persons to 

participate in satisfying, productive volun­
teer experiences .... " Removal of "barriers 
to full participation by educating and sup­
porting community members, identifying 
and developing resources that promote 
accessibility, and supporting individuals to 
cultivate their potential" 

• belief "that all persons have the right to 
informed choice and equal access to fully 
participate in the opportunities they choose 
for themselves .... " Belief "in encouraging 
independence, individual growth, mutual 

respect, cooperative relationships, and part­
nerships within an understanding and wel­
coming community." 

In context of the above philosophy, the 
overall purpose of Opportunities for All is: 
"To increase the community's capacity to 
open up new opportunities for all persons to 
exercise more control over their own lives and 
make a contribution to this community 
through volunteer work." 

"Supported Volunteering" Defined 
Supported volunteering is about helping 

marginalized persons become fully engaged in 
volunteering. The definition of supported 
volunteering typically encompasses a wide 
variety of marginalized populations, includ­
ing, for example, persons with physical or 
sensory disabilities, persons with learning dis­
abilities, persons with emotional or psychi­
atric disabilities, new immigrants, and per­
sons of diverse cultural backgrounds. In 
short, any identified group of persons who 
may need additional consideration or assis­
tance in becoming involved in volunteering 
can be encompassed by the definition. It is 
for this latter reason that in some supported 
volunteering projects youth and seniors have 
been included in the definition. 

Linda L. Graff was the Director of the Volunteer Centre in Hamilton, Ontario, Canada for nearly IO years and has spent the last 
13 years operating her training and consulting firm LINDA GRAFF AND ASSOCIATES INC. Linda is the author of eight books 
in the field of volunteerism, including By Definition (policy development for volunteer programs), Well-Centred (policy develop­
ment for volunteer centres), Beyond Police Checks (screening volunteers and employees) and Better Safe ... (risk management for 
volunteer and community service programs). She specializes in training and consulting on topics such as risk management, screen­
ing, policy development, board roles and responsibilities, trends and issues, and discipline and dismissal. 
John Vedell retired in December 1995 after twenty-one years as executive director of Family Services of Hamil con (Ontario, Cana­
da). Before entering the social service field in I 969, John served as a chaplain co Lutheran students in various universities in east­
ern Canada. He currently teaches life span psychology at Mohawk College in Hamilton, Ontario; is Secretary of the St. Joseph 
Immigrant Women's Centre of Hamilton board of directors; and is a volunteer peer reviewer in Family Service Canada's accredi­
tation program. 
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For the purposes of the Opportunities for 
All project, the definition of supported volun­
teering was confined to "persons with disabil­
ities." This was because the sponsoring 
R.G.S.V. largely comprised organizations that 
provided services to that client group, and 
that was where the R.G.S.V. chose to concen­
trate its efforts in this project. The term "dis­
abilities" was left deliberately undefined. The 
R.G.S.V. decided early on that any person 
with a disability of any nature would be eligi­
ble for consideration in this research project. 

Supported volunteering can entail a range 
of activities. These include: 
• helping prospective volunteer placement 

agencies increase their knowledge about 
involving persons with disabilities 

• providing a coach for the volunteer, 
and/or 

• a centralized placement agency that a) 
helps not-for-profit organizations identify, 
modify or develop suitable volunteer 
placements for persons with disabilities, 
b) aids volunteers who have disabilities to 
identify their interest and abilities, and, 
c) refers those volunteers to potential 
placements in not-for-profit organizations 
in the community 

Supported volunteering can include inter­
ventions on three levels: 
• Individual - support for the prospective 

volunteer, including placement or work­
place modifications, additional training or 
supervision, provision of a coach for a peri­
od of time and/ or provision of a partner, 
either initially or on a continuing basis 

• Group - training for agencies to enable 
them to be more inclusive 

• Systemic - assistance for agencies in the 
development of appropriate infrastructure 
for management of a supported volunteer­
ing program 

The R. G .S. V. hired a consulting firm, 
Graff and Associates, to conduct research on 
supported volunteering. The research design 
had three key components: a literature review, 
a survey of the current state of supported vol­
unteering among local not-for-profit organi-

zations in the Waterloo Region, and focus 
groups with volunteers, prospective volun­
teers and agency representatives. 

This article includes emphasis on the fre­
quently discouraging experience faced by per­
sons with disabilities who try to become vol­
unteers despite the apparent interest of 
agencies in involving volunteers with disabili­
ties. The data indicate that if supported vol­
unteering is to flourish, agencies must receive 
considerable assistance in learning how to 
involve and support people with disabilities. 
(Even some agencies that have a mandate to 
work with people with disabilities do not 
always know how to effectively support per­
sons who have disabilities different from those 
whom the agency is mandated to serve.) 

FOCUS GROUP RESEARCH 
METHODOLOGY 
Focus Group Construction 

Based on information from the communi­
ty agency survey3, and questions arising there­
in, it was determined that this project com­
ponent needed to gather detailed information 
from the following populations: 
• agencies that currently (or have recently) 

involve(d) persons with disabilities as vol­
unteers 

• agencies that have not involved persons 
with disabilities as volunteers 

• individuals with disabilities who are cur­
rently volunteering (or have recently vol­
unteered) 

• individuals with disabilities who have 
never volunteered 

It was decided that interaction by represen­
tatives of the first two populations and by 
representatives of the second two populations 
in the focus group setting would be instruc­
tive. Accordingly, two additional focus groups 
were designed: 
• a combination of agencies that currently 

(or have recently) involve(d) persons with 
disabilities as volunteers and agencies that 
have not involved persons with disabilities 
as volunteers 

• a combination of individuals with disabili­
ties who are currently volunteering (or 
have recently volunteered) and individuals 
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with disabilities who have never volun­
teered 

Research Questions 
A separate set of questions, created for 

each of the focus groups, are found in Appen­
dix 'A.' 

Sample Selection 
To recruit agency representative partici­

pants to the focus groups, invitations were 
sent to the same mailing list that was used to 
conduct the community agency survey.4 To 
recruit individual participants to the focus 
groups, agencies were asked to pass along an 
invitation to any persons with disabilities that 
they worked with whom they thought might 
be interested in assisting us with the research. 

Schedule 
All six focus groups were conducted in 

mid-September, 1998. 

Reminder Notices 
Reminder notices and/ or phone calls were 

sent/made to all focus group participants to 
ensure their attendance. 

The Sessions 
The sessions were planned to run 1.5 

hours, and this was the commitment made to 
participants. 

A member of the R.G.S.V., acting as host, 
attended each session. The Consultant 
attended and introduced the focus group for­
mat and its purpose, and helped participants 
to understand that their contributions were 
welcomed at any time during the session. She 
indicated this was a research project and 
received participants' permission to tape the 
session. 

The Consultant facilitated each session, 
asking the scheduled questions, and moderat­
ed conversations among participants. From 
time to time, the consultant or the R.G.S.V. 
member asked supplementary and clarifying 
questions. 
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THE SAMPLE 
The sample included a total of 26 agen­

cies, 24 (92%) were currently (or had recent­
ly) involved persons with disabilities as volun­
teers, and two (8%) were not currently 
involving persons with disabilities as volun­
teers. Of the latter two, one agency had never 
involved a person with a disability as a volun­
teer, and the other had what they considered 
only limited success in doing so in the past. 

A wide range of agencies was represented 
among focus group participants, including 
representation from the following sectors: 
arts/ culture, disability service, fundraising, 
multiculturalism, seniors, recreation, local 
government, nutrition and food services, 
health, and social services. 

The sample also included 16 individual 
representatives; 13 (81 %) had recently or 
were currently volunteering; two (13%) had 
tried to locate volunteer work, but had met 
with only limited success; and one person 
(6%), not yet volunteered and had not 
thought seriously of doing so. 

There were a variety of disability types and 
severities represented among the focus group 
participants, including the following disabili­
ties: mobility, vision, speech, developmental, 
cognitive, and mental health. 

The ideal focus group size was set at eight 
to ten participants. Respondents were sched­
uled into sessions as much as possible to cre­
ate groups of that size. 

Upon completion of the focus groups, the 
audiotapes were transcribed verbatim. A the­
matic analysis was performed on the data col­
lected from all six focus group sessions. 

THE RESULTS 
The Agencies 

The experience of supported volunteering 
from the perspective of agencies ranged from 
"successful" experience to "not good" experi­
ence. Some reported "mixed" experience. 

The following quotation describes a suc­
cess story: 

We did have one volunteer who ... was 
pathologically shy. She asked to be at that 
front desk and we asked her 'are you sure? 
You don't have to do this if you don't want 



to" and she did and we helped her, we 
supported her. . . . She went from being 
unemployable ... she now works at [a local 
store}. But it took two years of us saying 
''It's okay .... Jfyou don't want to do that, 
say.... Were not going to make you do 
anything you don't want to do. " 

An unsuccessful experience is reflected in 
these comments by an agency representative 
discussing interactions with volunteers with 
hearing loss: 

... they get .frustrated. We get .frustrated 
and we lose the volunteer, which is not the 
ideal situation because obviously they can 
contribute. It's just we don't know how to 
adapt [to} their needs, they don't know 
how to adapt to our needs and we get 
caught in 'we don't want to offend you 
and you don't want to offend us' and 
things fall apart. 

Mixed experience of both positive and 
negative aspects is reflected in the following 
commentary: 

I find that it takes extra time . ... You have 
to really be concise in what you tell them. 
You know, give them lots of steps. But it's 
worth it, because once it's done . .. these 
volunteers do some of the jobs that the 
[staff] would have to do if the volunteers 
weren't there. Washing the dishes, clean­
ing the bathrooms, doing some laundry, 
things like that, and that takes the {staff] 
away from the children. So, yeah, in the 
long run it's really worth it. 

Factors Leading to Success 
Agency representatives identified five char­

acteristics required for a successful supported 
volunteer program. 

The right 'fit' between a volunteer's gifts 
and limitati.ons on the one hand, and the 
requirements and benefits of the volunteer 
positi.on on the other. A concomitant of this 
is the importance of being honest with a vol­
unteer candidate if an appropriate fit cannot 
be found for the time being. A negative illus­
tration of this was the statement of one 
agency representative, who admitted, 

when we don't have a proper match 
between what we need and what they can 
give, we just don't call back, and that's not 
professional, I know. 

The importance of providing flexibility 
in job design and willingness to modify 
positi.ons in order to accommodate volun­
teers who require such support. An example 
of this willingness was one agency representa­
tive, who said, 

... I can build a job to fit anybody, and 
Tm more than happy to do it. 

Another emphasized the need for persis-
tence: 

In my opinion, we need to at least make 
the effort. Our adopted philosophy is that 
every volunteer is given at least three times 
to try it out. We together decide if it's 
working out. 

One more participant stressed the impor­
tance of flexibility when problems arise in the 
placement: 

... we found a way to [change a volun­
teer's placement in a way} that she doesn't 
.frighten people anymore. [The volunteer} 
thought it was a promotion. 

That this is not always a simple thing to 
do was highlighted by a participant who 
spoke of the reluctance to involve persons 
with disabilities for the very reason that flexi­
bility and adaptation is difficult in a frequent­
ly changing environment. 

Adequate resources. The truism that ade­
quate resources are necessary for a successful 
volunteer program, especially one that 
includes persons with disabilities, was 
emphatically stated by one agency representa­
tive as follows: 

That's what we're hoping this project may 
end up, that we can say to somebody­
'God, if you want [the volunteer Action 
Centre} to be finding the right niche for 
different volunteers, we gotta have more 
money here. ' 
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Another voiced a concern familiar to 
administrators of volunteers, 

One of the frustrations for [our organiza­
tion is that} our funders have vigorously 
promoted volunteerism, but promote it 
only in terms of being a cost savings to the 
organization. I certainly have not seen 
volunteerism or experienced in the last 
eleven years as a cost saver. . . . Weve bene­
fited in many ways from the skills [volun­
teers] bring to the organization, but you 
need resources to keep good volunteers. 

In support of the previous statement, 
another participant said, 

Sometimes when we are told to support 
volunteerism, and when our funders tells 
us that, we are told to do so only as a cost 
saving method, not because we have a 
moral obligation to do so. There's a dollar 
figure that must be attached to any oblig­
ation that any organization has around 
this table. 

That same participant contemplated that 
policy makers, funders, and government bod­
ies, rather than agencies, should be the target 
of lobbying on behalf of supported volun­
teerism. 

Not surprisingly, participants emphasized 
that the lack of resources makes it difficult for 
agencies to enlist special needs volunteers, 
because special needs volunteers can require 
more time and resources. 

An agency mission and service consistent 
with the involvement of supported volun­
teers. Some participants felt it is difficult to 
accept as volunteers any persons who have a 
disability or limitation that resembles the dis­
abilities or limitations of the agency's client 
group. For example, one participant said, 

Staff would say, okay, Im giving this vol­
unteer just as much support as what I 
would a member, so where do we stop, 
where do we say they're no longer a vol­
unteer .... ? 
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Sometimes the nature of the client popula­
tion and their specific vulnerabilities pose 
limits on the type or extent to which volun­
teers with special needs can be involved: 

[A] major barrier has been [volunteers] 
need to have the perceptual level to 
understand when residents are saying 
things like, Tm going to go home,' or 'can 
you take me home?' that you can't take 
someone out the doors, that they're con­
fused judgement is important. 

Fortunately, the converse can also be true, 
i.e., when the work of the organization lends 
itself to the involvement of people of all sorts, 
capacities, and limitations as volunteers. This 
was illustrated by the following offering of a 
participant, 

... we have volunteers of every description, 
every disability. There isn't one that I can 
think of that {we don't have] .... We 
do ... a whole range of activities so we're 
able to be inclusive. 

Clients as volunteers 
An increasing number of organizations are 

seeking to involve their clients ("consumers") 
as volunteers, in some cases on the board or 
in an advisory capacity. In other cases, organi­
zations allow, even encourage, clients and ex­
clients to participate in service delivery. The 
latter often is part of the recovery process of 
the client qua volunteer. 

One organization spoke of two conditions 
for the involvement of their own clients as 
volunteers in a program: 1) approval from 
program clients, and failing that, 2) absence 
as a client from a program for six months 
before becoming a volunteer in the program. 
Another participant noted the importance of 
volunteering for clients, but added that it is 
better if they volunteer in some other agency. 
A third participant stressed the principle of 
inclusivity as it relates to special needs volun­
teers as well as to clients. Applying the princi­
ple, however, can lead to a "dicey" situation 
when the clients are reluctant to accept the 
ex-client as a volunteer. 



Value added vs. volunteering as therapy 
Very few organizations exist solely to give 

volunteers a place to volunteer, but rather, 
they invite volunteers to assist with accom­
plishment of the organization's mission. 
Accordingly, the "output" of a volunteer must 
exceed the "input" of time, energy and 
resources required to achieve and sustain the 
placement. 

When input to the supported volunteer 
exceeds adequate return to the agency, sup­
ported volunteering moves from being "thera­
peutic," i.e., a useful tool in integration, 
recovery and healing, to "therapy," i.e., it 
becomes volunteering for its own sake. One 
agency representative described a situation in 
which this occurs. Students with special needs 
work along with paid staff, who later redo the 
students' less than adequate work. In that 
case, the involvement of students is chiefly of 
value to the student, not the organization. 

In reaction to this description, another 
participant expressed discomfort tinged with 
anger: 

What's the point then? To me that's 
tokenism. {Such a practice makes me} 
furious, because they're obviously not 
being trained and counted as a person 
who's doing a job. 

Clearly, achieving a proper balance 
between the resources input required to find 
or create the right position for the right vol­
unteer and the productivity output from the 
volunteer in the position can be difficult to 
achieve.5 

The right to volunteer and the obligation 
to be inclusive 

Even though organizations rightly can 
expect a "return on investment,'' is there a 
responsibility on voluntary sector organiza­
tions to expend greater effort for special needs 
volunteers, regardless of an input-output 
imbalance? Is failure to do this discriminato­
ry, a form of "ableism"? 

A few focus group participants spoke to 
this question. One felt strongly that volun­
teers have the same rights as patrons of a 
facility: 

As for as Im concerned, no one gets 
turned away because it is a public insti­
tution, and it's my job to find a way for 
them to fit in .... Sometimes Im finding 
that it's really complex, but that's the way 
I feel about it. 

Most who spoke, but not all, were sympa­
thetic to this view, even to the point of saying 
inclusion is part of an agency's mission. The 
countervailing opinion was 

I take pride in the fact that we are able to 
find and research things to match people. 
But that's certainly not our mission. Our 
mission is {providing services to our 
clients}. 

All agreed, however, with the participant 
who said, 

I think to exclude people with special 
needs in the community, for any organi­
zation to do that, is not creating the kind 
of community we are all hoping to be 
part of 

The special value of supported 
volunteering to volunteers themselves 

The feelings of productiveness, belonging, 
self-esteem, and so on, that volunteers can 
reap from their volunteer work can have spe­
cial meaning to people with special needs. 
Agency representatives in the focus groups 
supported this claim on the basis of their 
experiences working with special needs volun­
teers. They spoke of the special sense of own­
ership special needs volunteers exhibit, their 
loyalty, and their sense of responsibility, all of 
which are, in effect, their contribution in 
return for the psychosocial rewards that being 
a volunteer affords. 

Resistances 
Administration and Board of Directors. 

Responses of participants with regard to the 
question of administrative support for indu­
sivity tended to be pessimistic in nature. For 
one participant the "biggest barrier" was the 
executive director and board of directors. Two 
agency representatives acknowledged an 
inherent irony: sometimes organizations that 
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resist deploying persons with disabilities as 
volunteers are the very organizations that try 
to find volunteer (and paid work) placements 
in other agencies for their own clients who 
are persons with disabilities. An even more 
damning irony was underscored by two other 
participants, one of whom offered, 

I work in an agency that specializes in 
serving people with disabilities, so it's 
rather embarrassing for me to come and 
say none of our volunteers have disabilities. 

The second stated, 

... I find it personally embarrassing . .. I 
felt . .. I didn't even know if I could come 
[to this focus group J because I use the ¼Jl­
untary Action Centre to get volunteers, 
and I use them to place our clients [as vol­
unteers in the communi-ty], and yet we're 
giving nothing back. 

Clienu. Sometimes agency clients are dis­
criminatory, unaccepting, or racist. Partici­
pants noted that some clients are critical of 
their volunteers who are unemployed; they do 
not understand that the supported volunteers' 
disabilities are barriers to being employed. 
Others spoke of the discomfort some of their 
clients demonstrate in the presence of multi­
ethnic volunteers. There were mixed opinions 
whether agencies should protect their volun­
teers from discrimination. Some organizations 
believe it is not part of their mission to 
attempt to change the attitudes of their 
clients, even if those attitudes are racist. 
Others refuse to collude with oppression, 
even when it is found within their own 
clients or constituencies. In any event, as 
one participant said, 

~ can't always be super protective, but 
we need to be open and honest and com­
municate that to [volunteers] in all fair­
ness to them. 

Staff members. Clients are not the only 
source of resistance or discrimination that 
special needs volunteers might expect to 
encounter in some settings. According to the 
agency representatives, agency personnel can 
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sometimes be discriminatory, but resistance 
mostly falls into other categories. There may 
be union concerns about losing positions. 
Staff members may perceive volunteers, espe­
cially volunteers with special needs, to be a 
burden that requires extra work training and 
supervising volunteers. Also, some volunteers 
seek to socialize with staff members, many of 
whom do not have the time. "Volunteers 
drive me nuts; I cant get my job done," is a 
common expression by one agency represen­
tative's employees. 

It would be incorrect, however, to think 
that all personnel, or personnel in all organi­
zations, are resistant to the involvement of 
volunteers or to volunteers who have disabili­
ties. For example, one agency representative 
reported 

[They] come to our team meetings, meet 
with our [staff]. ~ consider them part of 
the agency . .. like they're the professional 
coming in and providing a service to us, 
like a consultant would. 

What would be helpful? 
Participants offered much information 

about what they would find helpful in their 
development and operation of supported vol­
unteering programs. Their thoughts are clus­
tered into a number of specific areas. 

Information on how to work with people 
with disabilities. One participant stressed 
the importance of open communication 
about limitations and accommodation needs. 
Persons in organizations that do not directly 
serve people with disabilities can find the 
thought of working with them scary, intimi­
dating, or uncomfortable. The greatest fear is 
of being offensive to prospective volunteers. 
For example, one representative would be 
interested to know if a volunteer would be 
offended if asked about his/her ability to read 
and write. 

Others stressed the need for basic informa­
tion about various disabilities and how to 
work with people with disabilities. A partici­
pant who works with people with disabilities 
said provision of information could become 
the purpose of a cooperative community 
project. 



Staff education was also cited as important. 
Internal and external "educators" could be 
important resources. 

The most striking comment about the 
need for information came from persons that 
serve persons with disabilities, viz., that they 
feel discomfort in working with people with 
disabilities different from those found among 
their own client group. One participant, who 
works for an organization serving clients with 
a specific disability, noted how that organiza­
tion works cooperatively with two other orga­
nizations, each of which serves clients with a 
different, specific disability. The goal is for 
each of the three to become knowledgeable 
about the types of disabilities clients of the 
other two organizations have. This approach 
could work equally well for those seeking 
information about work with volunteers hav­
ing disabilities. 

Ongoing support. Initial information is 
critical, but an ongoing source of information 
and support is also of great help to agencies 
integrating persons with disabilities as volun­
teers. A support worker, who places people 
with disabilities, finds that her availability 
contributes to the confidence and success of 
the volunteers to whom she is available. 

Support is important also for those who 
supervise volunteers with disabilities. A par­
ticipant spoke of receiving help from another 
agency to solve the meaning of a verbalization 
of a volunteer whose communication impair­
ment made it difficult for her to make herself 
understood. 

One agency representative said it well, 

Wea' need a lot of support; someone to 
come in and say these are the issues, and 
this is how you deal with the issues. 

Help to convince the board. One repre­
sentative felt that assistance from outside is 
needed to help convince administrators and 
board members of the value of involving spe­
cial needs volunteers: 

... having some sort of background mate­
rials [so J we could go to the Boards and 
sa~ this won't take all my time or, this 
will not end up being an embarrassment 
to you, this will be a good thing for you, 
you will look good, let me do this. 

Volunteers' honesty and disclosure. Sever­
al agency participants noted the importance 
of prospective volunteers being forthcoming 
about their own needs and limitations, for 
example, 

The key for us has been the more honest 
the volunteer is with us in the beginning, 
the less we're putting out fires down the 
road. 

And, 

... the [placements} that were positive 
resulted from up front and open commu­
nication from the beginning. 

Assistance with job design and accommo­
dations. Noted occasionally was the need for 
help to be creative with job design and 
accommodation possibilities, especially for 
prospective volunteers who have multiple dis­
abilities. 

The role of ref en-al agents. According to 
one participant, in referring a person with a 
disability to an agency for volunteer work, 
the referring worker needs to 

know the services of the organization that 
you're going to be referring someone to, 
and know what their restrictions are in 
terms of resources [and} opportunities .... 

Another participant warns against giving 
the agency to which a person with special 
needs is referred too much information about 
the prospective volunteer lest 

biases and preconceived notions ... get in 
the way of getting to know the person. 

The role of the volunteer centre. As one 
agency representative put it, 

... the connection with the Voluntary 
Action Centre is so crucial, because I get 
most of the referrals from there. The 
recruitment coordinator needs to know 
what our barriers and limits are, who we 
can accept and work with. 
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Special difficulties 
Mental health issues. Several participants 

said they find mental health issues to be the 
most difficult or scary to deal with among 
volunteers with special needs. Unpredictabili­
ty, excessive need for support, and brevity of 
commitment are some of the difficulties par­
ticipants identified as associated with involve­
ment of volunteers with mental health prob­
lems. 

Multiple disabilities. Some participants 
spoke of the increased difficulties involved in 
placing special needs volunteers if they have 
multiple disabilities. One spoke of a volun­
teer who can't use his hands and whose 
speech is difficult. The problem for the 
agency in such a case is the demand on time 
that such a volunteer makes. 

Another participant agreed that persons 
with multiple disabilities require lots of time, 
but that they have much to contribute: 

It's just finding the right niche .... Just try­
ing to help them, that's what you want. 

Prospective volunteer fears. Among a 
variety of other difficulties mentioned, is, as 
one participant put it, a prospective volun­
teer's 

... lack of confidence, depression, fear, 
anxiety, and they can't afford the bus 
fare .... 

Some such persons need support workers 
to accompany them at least in the initial 
phases of the volunteer placement. This in 
itself can become a deterrent to volunteering, 
especially when the position involves one-to­
one visiting or companionship. 

Accommodations 
While it is important to remember that 

not all people with disabilities will need 
accommodations in their volunteer place­
ments, it became dear in the focus groups 
that a great variety of accommodations is 
required in support of volunteer involvement. 

Some volunteers need assistance with writ­
ing. Other volunteers need attendant care. 
One volunteer, a board member with vision 
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impairment, was helped by using taped board 
minutes. 

Many agency representatives made note of 
the extra time they spend with special needs 
volunteers, putting together the appropriate 
set of tasks into customized jobs that corre­
spond to volunteers' abilities. A participant 
who works with a volunteer who has excellent 
phone manner and can write down messages 
gave an example of that. The job being con­
sidered for the volunteer also happened to 
include some tasks that were beyond her abil­
ity. The job was redesigned to accommodate 
the volunteer's capacity. 

Deliberate vs. accidental inclusivity 
One theme that arose consistently 

throughout the sessions with agency represen­
tatives is that supported volunteering rarely 
results from deliberate recruitment efforts on 
the part of the agency. Organizations are not 
systematically seeking special needs volun­
teers. Not one agency representative in this 
research indicated they the agency had 
launched any special recruitment drives or 
included any affirmative action messages in 
their regular marketing and recruitment activ­
ities. 

Managers of volunteers will consider 
accepting people with special needs if the lat­
ter make the effort to apply, or if a third party 
referral agency makes the approach on behalf 
of the volunteer. The one exception is at the 
board level. Ironically, some boards deliber­
ately seek consumer representation on the 
board, and in some cases, these consumers are 
people with disabilities. Some of these boards 
are the same boards that resist the involve­
ment of people with disabilities through sup­
ported volunteering at the direct service level! 

THE VOLUNTEERS 
Three focus group sessions were held with 

people with disabilities who were volunteers 
at the time the sessions were held. Their 
responses to questions were categorized, and 
are listed below. 

Motivation 
Participants related a wide range of 

motives for their pursuit of volunteer work. 



Here are some sample comments. 

I think that my volunteer experiences had 
to do with finding out about something 
that really mattered to me, or knowing 
something was already there that really 
mattered to me. I wanted to support a 
cause that I was interested in. 

I had been having some difficulty getting 
some fall time paid employment, and I 
am qualified to work in that area. I 
thought that volunteering might help me 
in getting some contacts, and in showing 
people I can still do the job in spite of the 
fact that I have some visual impairments. 
So for me, it was ... showing people that I 
do have the skills, and I do have abilities, 
and that they were able to trust me, and 
I was able to develop trust as well It 
[also} helped me to farther develop career 
goals. I then went back to school and 
... decided to look at more of a social work 
profession, and doing the volunteer work 
allowed me to see if I had the people skills. 

I've seen a lot of organizations, when 
they're fundraising, use the slogan, 
"Because you'll never know when you'll 
need it." To me, I think that's absolutely 
terrible. I think you should just be able to 
help people .... 

The rewards of volunteering 
Participants stated clearly and enthusiasti­

cally what they get back from their volunteer 
work. 

If they were to call me next year I would 
go back again , because I felt good, happy 
that I helped kids. They looked up to me, 
and that felt really good. 

They found me a real neat place to vol­
unteer. They care a lot about people, and 
they care a lot about me. It's wonderfal. 
Some days I don't feel that good, and it 
still feels good that we can share our feel­
ings for each other .... \\:le can find the 
support that we need. 

I like the fact that I can help people. 
When they ask a question, I can find the 
information. It makes me feel good about 

myself, because I can help them. 

It's rewarding. Im thinking of my teach­
ing types of volunteer things, and I find it 
very rewarding when you see that light 
bulb go off in somebody's head that tells 
you they understand what it is you're try­
ing to teach them. 

Volunteering is fan. You meet different 
people that you wouldn't normally meet. 
People don't generally know how to talk to 
a person in a wheelchair, or go out of 
their way to talk to a person in a wheel­
chair. 

People like me. They sa~ "Good morning! 
\\:le/come back!" I always am happy. 

Deliberate vs. suggested involvement 
Almost all volunteers in the focus groups 

were referred to volunteering through an 
agency from which they were receiving ser­
vices. This was not surprising, because con­
tact had been made with prospective focus 
group participants through disability-serving 
agencies; they would naturally refer their 
clients and ex-clients. Because of the skewed 
sample in the focus groups, therefore, it is not 
possible to comment on mechanisms used by 
other persons with disabilities to find their 
way into volunteering if they are not receiv­
ing services from an organization that encour­
ages voluntary action among its clients. 

Six of the sixteen participants identified 
that they had also used the placement assis­
tance services of the Volunteer Action Centre, 
often in cooperation with the original referral 
agency. 

Barriers to involvement in volunteering 
Focus group participants experienced a 

number of barriers in their pursuit of volun­
teer work. 

Physi.cal limitations, accessibili-ty, and 
accommodation requiremen'ts. Here are two 
quotations that illustrate some of the frustra­
tions that volunteers with disabilities can 
encounter. 

The bathroom was a bit of a problem, 
because the door that I could get through 
was a fire door, and we had to find a way 
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to leave that door open so I could get in, 
but it was a fire door. 

I have a motorized wheelchair . ... This is 
good and bad. When I travel, I need a 
vehicle that can accommodate this big 
chair. I always find that ... [it] is a real 
problem when it comes to reaching things. 
This means that file drawers and high 
cupboards are out of my reach. Even a 
photocopy machine is difficult. At work 
Im responsible for ordering supplies and 
putting them away, and the supply cup­
board is not accessible. 

Transportation. The greatest number of 
participants noted transportation the most 
often as a barrier to volunteer involvement. 
Although public transportation was available 
for people with disabilities in the study com­
munity, pick up was often inconvenient. 
Some focus group participants had to leave 
their volunteer positions early because the 
transportation service arrived early. Others 
were observed waiting for transportation up 
to 20 minutes after a focus group session. 

Expertise of the placement agency. Several 
of the participants who had experienced the 
most success in their volunteer work had 
placements in disability-serving agencies, and 
in particular, in agencies that serve clients 
with the same issues or disabilities as the vol­
unteers themselves. In these cases, physical 
accessibility, attitudes, supportiveness and job 
design solutions all contributed to successful 
placements. Unfortunately, however, this 
openness cannot be taken for granted, as was 
suggested by one respondent: 

It's ironic that most agencies that want to 
involve volunteers in volunteer work are 
helping the handicapped and yet they 
won't have them in their own organiza­
tion. 

Negative attitudes and ill -ereamient. 
Some of the focus group participants encoun­
tered appalling attitudes and hurtful recep­
tion in their efforts to find volunteer work. 
The responses in this regard were so strong 
that they have been summarized below in a 
separate, major section of this article. 
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Family overprotection. Several partici­
pants need to struggle to overcome the over­
protection of their families in the process of 
getting out, getting about, and finding volun­
teer work. 

... my mother said I wouldn't make it, 
and I did make it, and I proved to her 
that I could do it. My mother said, "You 
can't do it, "and I said, "Oh yes I can!" I 
said, '1 want to try and I want to express 
to you that I can do more things as a vol­
unteer and be more independent and go 
to meetings and do things on my own and 
decide." 

In response to the above, another partici-
pant said, 

Im relating to the mother issue. I think 
that growing up, I was always given the 
message, even though it was never said in 
a mean kind of way, "You can't do that, " 
and "Oh, we can't ask you to do that, "so 
I grew up thinking I couldn't do anything. 
It was big time protection. 

A third volunteer added, 

My sisters too. Sometimes they protect me. 
Sometimes you don't need that protection. 
You need to grow up on your own and say 
how you feel 

Accommodations required. Depending on 
the nature and severity of the disability, 
accommodations required by volunteers 
ranges from significant to virtually non-exis­
tent. There was, therefore, a variety of needs 
expressed by focus group participants, most 
of which are summarized here. 

Physical accessibility was an issue for those 
in wheel chairs. Patience with, and assistance 
for, those with severe speech impairments is 
important. The visually impaired and legally 
blind volunteers require help ranging from 
bigger labels for key items, to advanced soft­
ware and taped minutes of meetings. A par­
ticipant who uses a walker requires help get­
ting through heavy front doors that do not 
open automatically. 



Participation in problem solving 
Participants were asked what they found 

helpful with respect to the location or cre­
ation of satisfying volunteer placements. They 
spoke a lot about creative problem solving, 
and their role in finding or making accom­
modations that will work. 

So I said to the . .. supervisor, can we make 
the nametags big and bold in big letters, 
and that worked out just fine. 

I was on the board [of directors} in a loca­
tion that was very dimly lit, and that was 
difficult for me, because I need good light­
ing .... they started to give me a copy of the 
board minutes in a larger font . ... When I 
started [receiving board minutes in 
advance}, .. . I could use my own equip­
ment at home, and that allowed me to 
read it in advance. 

Being able to articulate one's needs was 
noted as an important asset. 

When I go somewhere ... I will tell them 
what my needs are ... .I don't think it's fair 
of me to go to a meeting and ask you to 
[meet my needs}. You don't know what 
my needs are ... I always figure it's my job 
to put you at ease. That gets us through 
the first couple of meetings, and after­
wards, people start saying, "Would it be 
easier if we do this or that?" .... But it's 
important for me to start the ball rolling 
by making people feel comfortable. 

Two participants discussed the importance 
of fighting for what is needed, and never 
allowing a situation to go unchallenged, 
because it will only make it harder for the 
next person to break down that barrier. 

When you come up against a problem, 
you have to solve it, because that gives 
that agency, and whoever they talk to, the 
ability to use that experience .... Some­
times it doesn't matter what you are talk­
ing about; if people have preconceived 
notions, they're going to keep them, but 
you need to address them and sa~ "can we 
resolve this?" If not, then you move on. 
You don't just leave .... Unfortunately, if 

there's a disability or a minority, or what­
ever, the next person coming behind you 
will have a harder time because you've 
already made it an okay practice if you 
don't object. 

Several participants agreed that if the will 
to solve problems is not present in the place­
ment organization, the struggle to find solu­
tions is much harder. 

Education for staff 
Several participants believed that persons 

who work with volunteers could benefit from 
education about disabilities and accommoda­
tions. 

I think that non-disabled people need to 
become more educated about a variety of 
severe and non-severe disabilities, and 
when people really understand a little bit 
more about what it's like to have a certain 
type of disability, and what it takes for 
that person to really function in the com­
munity, then I think they will truly have 
some understanding. 

I've been in an employment situation 
with an agency that specifically worked 
with disabled persons and they, them­
selves, were not able to accommodate my 
visual needs, and my employment was 
terminated. I was just let go. I really 
firmly believe that it takes a lot of educa-
tion and a real understanding before you 
get a workable thing happening. 

Negative attitudes and ill-treatment 
Perhaps the most dramatic, and discourag­

ing, revelations that came from these focus 
groups were the appalling attitudes and hurt­
ful reception that participants had encoun­
tered in their efforts to find volunteer work. 
In the first example, the volunteer needed 
accessibility for her wheelchair. In her first 
tries to volunteer she was confronted by phys­
ical barriers, and the treatment she received 
from various agencies along the way was 
shameful. 

I called [a local agency} and they had me 
in for an interview, but then they didn't 
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call me back. I called them back and said, 
"Where are we here?" And they said, 
"You'll get called back," and so I waited 

for a week and I called them back. They 
said, "We don't want you here because we 
don't need you here, "so, scratch that idea. 
Apparently. what they didn't tell me was 
that there were stairs to get in to the 
place-and me, I can't get up stairs. 
When I called them back, I asked them is 
your place accessible, and they said yes. 
But when I went there for the interview, 
I found that they had stairs. I said, '1 
thought your place was accessible?" And 
they said, "well, we're sorry, we forgot to 
tell you that we've got stairs. "I said, "You 
fibbed!" I said, '1 was believing that you 
were actually going to need me. "They said, 
"Well call us back and we'll reconsider, " 
but the reacti.on I got was they didn't need 
me. So, scratch that idea. 

Other volunteers, who often need only 
minor accommodations, and a bit of creativi­
ty, have had to push hard for their rights or 
struggle to find solutions. 

I didn't have trouble with accessibility, 
but in terms of vision issues, yes. If I had 
gone to a particular place to volunteer 
and say I have vision issues, usually I get 
"Oh, hold the phone here!" 

So I asked the person [where I volun­
teer}-she wanted me to roll money. I 
said, the rolls are too small and the print 
is too small. So she says, we'll make a 
chart up for you with coloured squares, 
and we'll put the amounts beside the 
squares and all you have to do is look at 
the charts. I said, gee, we could have done 
this before. I am so frustrated I would 
like to help you with your workload, but 
if you can't help determine what I need to 
help me, I can't do the work. 

Here's what one volunteer observed about 
attitudes among volunteer agencies towards 
people with disabilities. 

The one thing I wanted to mention, I 
really believe-and I don't want to be dis-
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criminatory here, because Tm not that 
way at all-but I truly believe that peo­
ple who do not have disabilities have a 
harder time dealing with people whose 
disabilities are more severe. And whether 
you look severe or not. I have a visual 
impairment, and I am legally blind, but 
I don't tend to look blind I don't walk 
with a cane, and I don't have a dog. I 
have friends who are totally blind who do 
walk with a cane and have a dog and 
they have a lot more difficulty than I do. 

Several volunteers described experiences 
that insulted their dignity. 

... they placed me ... working at the data­
base. After two weeks they put me in a 
separate room and every time I needed a 
new piece of paper I had to go out of the 
room and a long way away to get it. I 
said, this is not safe for me or them ... and 
Tm not doing it .... There must have been 
a negative attitude there . .. .I have to fight 
every day for what I need. 

I went through five weeks of training and 
at the end of it they said, most of our kids 
need physical activity and you can't do it, 
so we can't match you up with them. I 
was quite upset . .. .I don't understand it, 
and I've never understood it. I can under­
stand what they said that a lot of their 
kids have aggression that they need to let 
out, and so we can't match you up with 
anybody because all of our kids need to do 
sports and all of that, and I'm sure that's 
true, but to make a blanket statement 
that they can't match you up with some­
body ... it probably would have felt awfol 
no matter how it happened, but I think it 
was pretty stinky of them to let me go 
through the whole training program and 
then tell me. Why wouldn't they have said 
right off the bat, we need somebody who 
can be physically active with these kids? 
They made me go through all of that and 
then told me, ''No." 

In this example, the difficulty is in the cir­
cumstance and the setting. 



Im not sure it's a negative attitude, but at 
a lot of fanctions, I need to go to where 
everyone is standing around and it is 
noisy and they can't hear me talk. I have 
a soft voice, and for them to bend down, 
it's uncomfortable for them, so I avoid a 
lot of those fanctions because you end up 
sitting by yourself a lot of the time. It's a 
combination. First, wheelchairs make 
people uncomfortable. Having a dog has 
been a big benefit because he breaks down 
barriers, but then when people are having 
to bend over to speak with you, they are 
uncomfortable and they feel like they are 
invading your space. Plus it's hard to hear. 
In most fanctions, if they could have a 
place where people could sit, it would 
make a big difference. 

A volunteer who has severe multiple dis­
abilities has tried hard through a number of 
positions that have not worked out for him. 
He is not completely discouraged yet, but the 
experience has been difficult. His conclusion 
is this: 

They do treat you differently from other 
people. It's not right and it's not fair. 

The future 
When asked whether they would pursue 

more or other volunteer work in the future, 
focus group participants displayed a consis­
tent undercurrent of fear and reluctance as 
they offered guarded responses. This non-ver­
bal undertone may be a better indicator than 
words of the struggles people with disabilities 
go through to find volunteer work. 

Advice for others 
Despite their fears and the difficulties, par­

ticipants had generally rousing, enthusiastic 
advice for other people with disabilities seek­
ing volunteer work. This response came even 
from some of the same participants who 
expressed some fear for themselves and their 
future search for volunteer work. 

I would say go for it! Volunteer where you 
want to volunteer. 

Stick at it. 

Make sure you like it. 

Know what you want to do. Have an idea 
in your head and don't be afraid to try it. 
You have to have some courage. 

It's important to get out there and try to 
network .... So, word of mouth-people 
working together to connect you . ... Use 
your contacts. 

One participant gave sage advice about 
realistic expectations: 

Im really practical so I'd say, if you're 
going to volunteer, be realistic about it. 
Don't volunteer to be an astronaut if you 
don't even know how to do less. Your skills 
need to match the thing you want to do. 

Others recommended getting some help: 

Go to the Volunteer Action Centre. 

Go call the K-W Habilitation Centre to 
get some help to get involved. 

Help in the future 
Participants were asked to comment on 

what they thought would make their future 
search for volunteer work easier. 

Having contact people in agencies. 

Agencies have to understand about differ­
ent disabilities and where people are. Not 
to be afraid. 

... education around volunteer opportu­
nities, or whatever, but I think some edu­
cation for ourselves around assertiveness 
and how to say, these are my needs or how 
to feel comfortable. 

Some more ideas about who to call, 
where, what, when, how. 

SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS 
Because the purpose of the O PPO RTU­

NITIES FOR ALL project is "to increase the 
. ' . commumty s capacity to open up new oppor-

tunities for all -persons to exercise more con­
trol over their own lives and make a contribu­
tion to this community through volunteer 
work," an initial assessment of where the 
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community is with respect to supported vol­
unteering was an essential starting point for 
this project. The goal of the focus group 
research was to obtain more detail about sup­
ported volunteering in the Waterloo Region 
than was gathered in the initial community 
agency survey. 6 

The focus group research, based on six sep­
arate sessions with a total of twenty-six 
agency representatives and sixteen individuals, 
should not be considered a comprehensive 
overview of supported volunteering as it has 
been experienced by all, or even by a majori­
ty, of agencies or volunteers or prospective 
volunteers in the Waterloo Region. Informa­
tion gathered here has allowed identification 
of key observations and issues about support­
ed volunteering as experienced by this subset 
of agency and individual representatives. The 
data gathered here may be useful to guide 
further research. 

Many organizations in the Waterloo 
Region are deploying volunteers who have 
disabilities, and there was a general sentiment 
among agency representatives in these focus 
groups that this is a good thing. Most agen­
cies would fall short of feeling that they have 
an obligation to do so, but most felt that 
inclusivity is consistent with organizational 
values and a reflection of the type of commu­
nity we all want to live in. 

Other observations from the focus group 
research include: 
• Involving people with disabilities as volun­

teers is not always easy and not always 
successful. It can absorb more time and 
energy from organizations and staff, all of 
whom are pressed to work harder in light 
of cutbacks and increasing service 
demands. Although it cannot be said with 
certainty how pervasive this pattern is, 
some staff in some settings are resistant to 
the involvement of volunteers in general, 
and seemingly even more resistant to 
involvement of persons with disabilities as 
volunteers. This resistance is, at least in 
part, due to increasing work pressures on 
staff throughout the service system, 
although discrimination and prejudice 
seem to play a part as well. 
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• Many agencies indicated a need for infor­
mation about disabilities and the process 
of job accommodations, as well as a fur­
ther need to learn how to work with peo­
ple with various kinds of disabilities. Dis­
comfort, ignorance, and embarrassment 
stand in the way of creative job accommo­
dations and problem solving. Agencies 
also indicated a strong need for consistent 
sources of information and support­
someone to call when help is needed­
during the course of placements. 

• Referral agents need to learn more about 
the nature of work and the limitations of 
prospective placement agencies, so that 
the volunteers who are referred have a 
good initial chance of finding success. 

• Even though a significant proportion of 
placements do not work out or are short 
term, other placements, even those of a 
short term nature, turn out to be extreme­
ly productive, and play important roles in 
the happiness, well-being, and recovery of 
the volunteers engaged in them. 

• It seems that for many volunteers who 
have disabilities, relatively minor and low­
cost accommodations have made enor­
mous differences in how possible and 
comfortable volunteer work can be. With­
out question, however, some participants 
need substantive accommodations, which 
when already present-as in the case of 
elevators and ramps-are nearly taken for 
granted, yet which pose absolute barriers 
when not in place. 

• Some participants need help to determine 
what kind of accommodation would make 
the difference, but most of the volunteers 
in this research seemed able to identify 
immediately what their own needs are 
through long experience navigating 
through the other aspects of their lives. 

The general conclusion drawn from this 
research is that, overall, locating suitable and 
satisfying volunteer work has not been easy 
for the largest proportion of volunteer and 
prospective volunteer participants in these 
focus groups. Most have encountered barriers 
and negative attitudes. Many have had to try 
several placements before finding one that 



works. Although this can be said of anyone 
seeking to do volunteer work, some of the 
respondents in this research have experienced 
hurtful encounters and rude and inconsider­
ate behaviour along the way. Many feel trepi­
dation when thinking about having to find 
new or different volunteer work in the future. 
Nonetheless, they are, as a group, enthusiastic 
about their involvement. 

Volunteer work responds to a wide range 
of motivations, and is mostly a positive, 
rewarding, and enjoyable experience once the 
specifics of the position are worked out. Most 
of the participants in these focus groups 
found their volunteer work with the assis­
tance of disability service agencies and the 
Volunteer Action Centre. Given the struggles 
they have encountered along the way, one 
wonders how other people with disabilities 
would manage without the assistance, infor­
mation, and advocacy of referral agents such 
as have been involved with those in our 
research groups. 

Although barriers to persons with special 
needs to do volunteer work are significant, 
they are surmountable. Success has often been 
due solely to the persistence and perseverance 
of the prospective volunteers who have con­
tinued to search for placements even after 
encountering obstacles, rudeness, and insults 
to their dignity. 
For more information about the study or 

R.G.S.V., contact: 
Opportunities For All Project 
cl o Volunteer Action Centre of Kitchener­
Waterloo 
68 Queen Street North 
Kitchener, Ontario 
Canada N2H 2H2 
Tel.: 519-742-3610 

ENDNOTES 
1 Formally known as The Regional Munici­

pality of Waterloo, Waterloo Region, 
located 100 kilometres west of Toronto, 
comprises the cities of Waterloo, Kitchen­
er and Cambridge, plus several towns and 
rural areas. The population of the Region 
in 1998 was 418,000, representing 
155,590 households. 

2 Association for Volunteer Administration 
(Winter 2000). Opportunities for Alt-The 
Potential for Supported Volunteering in 
Community Agencies. Richmond, VA. 

3 Ibid., pp 10-16. 
4 Ibid. 
5 Nevertheless, it is important to note that 

the agency survey found that the input of 
resources to support volunteers with phys­
ical disabilities was often minimal. 

6 Graff and Vedell, op. cit. 
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by 

Kimberly D. Miller, M.S., CTRS 
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Being a volunteer is an important way for 
individual community members to be active 
and vital contributors within the community, 
to feel connected, and to be viewed as an 
asset to one's community. With over 56% of 
Americans volunteering (Independent Sector, 
1999), it is evident that many of our citizens 
have realized the dual nature of volun­
teerism-while helping others and giving of 
oneself to meet the needs of fellow communi­
ty members, one can also reap significant per­
sonal benefits. Research has indicated that 
volunteers benefit psychosocially in such ways 
as increased self-esteem, attitudinal changes, a 
sense of accomplishment, improved self-con­
cept, reduced alienation, increased feelings of 
helpfulness, and a greater sense of social 
responsibility (Finn & Checkoway, 1998; 
Hamilton & Fenzel, 1988; Johnson, Beebe, 
Mortimer, & Snyder, 1998; Moore & Allen, 
1996; Omoto & Snyder, 1990; Omoto, Sny­
der, & Berghuis, 1992). 

IS EVERYONE BENEFITING? 
Not everyone is reaping the personal bene­

fits associated with volunteering. Despite the 
abundance of data gathered on the prevalence 
of volunteerism in the United States, little 
information has been gathered on volunteers 
with disabilities. To our knowledge, only two 
studies exist-a regional study conducted in 
Canada and a local study in North Carolina. 

Graff and Vedell (2000) sampled organiza­
tions in the Waterloo Region of Ontario, 
Canada and found that 85% of the respon­
dents had involved people with disabilities as 
volunteers within the past year. A similar 

study was conducted in Greensboro, North 
Carolina of organizations within the city that 
utilize volunteers (Phoenix, 2000). Only 
2.4% of the volunteers in these agencies had 
an identified disability. Considering the fact 
that 19% of the U.S. population has some 
form of disability (Krause, Stoddard, & 
Gilmartin, 1996), a substantial disparity 
exists between the number of people with dis­
abilities volunteering and those that could 
potentially be volunteering. 

PURPOSE OF THE STUDY 
The purpose of this study was to explore 

the barriers that volunteer coordinators per­
ceive to including volunteers with disabilities 
into their current volunteer ranks. Since indi­
viduals with developmental disabilities/men­
tal retardation (DD/MR) are often excluded 
from community activities (Schleien, Ray, & 
Green, 1997), a focus was placed on them 
(e.g., autism, cerebral palsy, and mental retar­
dation). Specifically, the following questions 
were addressed: 
• What is the prevalence of volunteers with 

DD/MR within organized volunteer pro­
grams in the United States? 

• What are the barriers that volunteer coor­
dinators perceive to including volunteers 
with DD/MR into their volunteer forces? 

• What are the benefits that volunteer coor­
dinators perceive to including volunteers 
with DD/MR? Do these perceived bene­
fits outweigh the barriers? 

• What assistance is needed for volunteer 
coordinators to make their programs more 
diverse? 

Kimberly D. Miller has served as project coordinator for "Building Community Through Inclusive Volunteering" (BCTIV) for the 
past two years. Dr. Stuart J. Schleien is professor and head of the Department of Recreation, Parks, and Tourism at the Universi­
ty of North Carolina at Greensboro and has served as the principal investigator for BCTIV. Dr. Leandra Bedini is an associate 
professor in the same department. Comments regarding this article should be directed to the first author at kdmiller@uncg.edu. 

THE JOURNAL OF VOLUNTEER ADMINISTRATION 25 
Volume 21, Number I, 2003 



METHODS 
These results suggest that 

volunteer coordinators 

would probably have posi-

tive attitudes toward volun-

teers with disabilities , how-

ever, they probably have not 

Only 1.1 % of a11 the volun­
teers were developm entally 
disabled. Seveney-seven per­
cent of che volunteer coor­
dinator s m anaged volun ­
teers with disabiliti es and 
45% mana ged volunteers 
with DD/MR. 

Barriers 

A stratified (by state) random 
sampling of 500 subjects from 
the United Scates was dr awn 
from the year 2000 memb er 
base of che Association for Vol­
unteer Administration (AVA). 
The 500 randoml y selected 
mem bers were sent a cover let­
ter and survey co be self-adm in-
istered, alon g with a self- been exposed to the possi- Perceived barri ers chat 

interf ered with the inclu­
sion of volunt eers with 
DD/MR were identifi ed 
(i.e., stro ngly agreed or 
agreed) at the following 
races: staffing (i.e., lack staff 
necessary to supervise; staff 

addressed, stamped, rernrn 
envelope. Using Dillman 's 
(2000 ) techniqu e for mailed 
surveys, a remind er card was 
sent to subjects who had not 

bilities. Therefore, promoting 

people with disabilities as 

viable volunteers may be an 

yet responded 1 O days following important strategy. 

the origina l mailin g. 
A 34-icem survey instrum ent was designed 

for the purpo se of chis study. Professionals 
with experti se in the fields of volunt eerism, 
d isability, and/or research methodo logy 
reviewed the instrument to establish its con­
tent and face validi ties. Furth ermor e, the sur­
vey instrum ent was field-reseed in Greens­
boro , NC with 27 volunt eer admini strator s. 

RESULTS AND IMPLI CAT IONS 
Of the 500 surveys mai led, 228 (45.6%) 

were returned. Two hundr ed fourteen 
( 42 .8%) surveys were usable, closely repre­
senting the overall U.S. memb ership base of 
th e AVA. Respond ents were distribut ed across 
14 agency mission statements. Seven of the 
mission statem ents rank ed subscantiaUy high­
er than the others. Th ese includ ed social ser­
vices (18.8%), publi c service (16 .9%), healt h 
(15.9%), educatio n ( 10.1%), environm en t 
(7.2%), senior s (7.2%), and yout h develop­
ment (6.8%) . Ocher agency mission srare­
ments included arcs and cultur e (4.3%), com­
munity development (3.9%), sports and 
recreation (2.9%), community of faith 
(1.9%), fundrai sing (0.5%), and int ernationa l 
developm ent (0.5%). O nly 2.9% of the 
respond ent s identifi ed their agency's mission 
as being disability related . 

Prevalence of Volunteers with Disabilities 
Volunte ers wi th disabiliti es represented 

only 5.7% of the overall volunt eer pools. 

lack necessary training), 66%; lack trans­
porta tion, 56%; barri ers of omission (i.e., 
never asked to volunt eer; never thou ght to 
recruit; unsure how to recruit) , 39%; cost 
(i.e., not cost effective; cost of additional 
equ ipm ent/r esources; liability) 33% ; skill 
deficit (i.e., job responsib ilities too compl ex; 
individuals with DD/MR lack necessary 
skills), 32%; att itudinal (i.e., publi c wou ld 
not be acceptin g; clienrele not comforta ble; 
ocher volunt eers not comfortabl e; staff 
uncomfortable; admini strator s not suppo rt ­
ive), 24%; and physical accessibility, 18% . 

Surpri singly, att itudinal barriers ranked 
next co last in importance. Barriers of om is­
sion, however, were the third highest ranked 
barrier. Barriers of omis sion, although not 
necessarily a reflection of outw ardly negative 
attitudes , are a reflect ion of society's failure to 
recogn ize the abi lities and needs of individu­
als with disabilities (Schleien , Ray, & Green, 
1997) . These results suggest chat volunt eer 
coordinator s would probabl y have positive 
attirndes coward volun teers with d isabilities, 
although, they probably have not been 
exposed to the possibiliti es. T herefore, pro­
motin g peop le wit h disabilitie s as viable vol­
unt eers may be an important strategy . 

In face, volunt eer coordinator s who man­
aged volunt eers wit h disab ilities were less like­
ly to perceive barri ers of omiss ion or liability 
as significant concerns. Coor din ato rs who 
utilized volunteers with DD/MR were less 
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likely to identify actirudinal, 
staffing, cost, or skill deficit 
barriers. Whet her these vol­
unt eer coordinators perceived 
fewer barri ers, and therefore 
were able to include more 
volunt eers with disabiliti es, 
or they includ ed volunte ers 
with disabilities and lacer dis­
covered chat they experienced 
far fewer barriers than they 
perceived, is yer to be deter­
mined. 

The fact that they identified 

lack of staff training as a 

barrier does not necessari­

ly imply their interest in 

receiving training. There­

fore, their expressed inter­

est in receiving staff train-

T he desire for training was 
consistent with their belief chat 
staff lacks training (highest bar­
rier at 66%) . T he face chat they 
identi fied lack of staff trainin g 
as a barrier does not necessarily 
imp ly the ir interest in receiving 
trainin g. T herefore, their 
expressed int erest in receiving 
staff trainin g was encourag ing. 

ing was encouraging. LIMIT ATIO NS 

Benefits 
Eighty-one percent of the volunteer coor­

dinators believed their agencies wou ld benefit 
from th e inclusion of volunteer s with 
DD /MR. In fact, nearly two-t hirds (62%) of 
th e coordinators perceived the benefits co 
inclusive volunteering to outweigh the barri ­
ers. Coordinators who managed a greater 
numb er of volunt eers with DD/MR were 
more likely to agree with chis. 

Furth er substantiating chis result are the 
respond ents' levels of int erest in coordinatin g 
voluntee rs wit h DD /M R in their agencies in 
the future. Eighty-on e percent of the respon­
dents scared chat they were int erested in hav­
ing volunt eers wirh disabilities serve in the ir 
agencies in the futur e, 70% were int erested in 
volunt eers wirh DD/MR specifically. 

Desire for Training 
Only 26% of the respondents were not 

interested in receiving training on how to 
include volunt eers with developm ental dis­
abilities. Th e remaind er were either ''intere st­
ed" (32%) or "int erested, but lacked the rime 
or resou rces" (42%) . Volunteer coordinator s 
identified specific types of trainin g chat they 
needed: assessing individuals wit h disabilit ies 
(52%), identifi cat ion of barri ers and strategies 
for overcomin g them (41 %), disability aware­
ness (38%), matc hing with volun teers with­
out disabiliti es (35%), adapt ing volunteer 
casks (32% ), recruitin g indi vidu als wirh dis­
abilities (30%), and breaking volunteer tasks 
into smaller steps (29%) . Fifteen percent of 
the respondents were un certain about the spe­
cific types of trainin g chat would be helpful. 
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T he findin gs of this study are 
lim ited to volunt eer coord inator s within the 
United States. Th e possibility that volu nteer 
coo rdinato rs who are memb ers of the AVA 
are not representati ve of all volunt eer coordi ­
nator s must also be considered when inter­
preting these findin gs. Also, the results may 
not be representative of sma ll nonprofit agen­
cies, since many smaller agencies lack the 
resour ces to conduct an organized volunt eer 
program or employ a volunt eer coord inato r. 

Perceived staffing barriers may have had a 
negat ive imp act on the scared inte rest in 
accommodating volunteers with DD/MR as 
well as interest in receiving training on how 
to accom plish this. Ma ny of the respond ents 
who indicated that they were nor inte rested 
in the future utilizatio n of volunt eers with 
disabiliti es, and in receiving training on bow 
to include these individuals, not ed comments 
in the margins of the survey. Many of these 
comm ents indi cated chat they currently 
lacked staff resources and the rime necessary 
to include additi ona l volunt eers with disabili­
ties. T he Graff and Vedell (200 0) stud y 
includ ed the option to reply that an agency 
was curr ently accommodat ing as man y volun ­
teers with disabilit ies as they were capable of 
handling. Such an option on our survey 
instrument may have yielded less disint erest 
in future inclusive volunte ering. 

RECOMMENDATIONS 
Th e promoti on of inclusive volunteering 

will requir e considerable teamwork. Collabo­
ration across many key players is critical to 
any successful effort at achieving ongoing 
inclusion in the communi ty (Ge rm & 
Schleien, 1997; Schleien, Ray, & Green, 



1997). Inclusive efforts require the combined 
knowledge of disability specialists and advo­
cates, volunteer coordinators, community 
volunteer center staff, and those who best 
understand the needs, skills, and preferences 
of individuals with disabilities (i.e., individu­
als with disabilities and their family mem­
bers/ care providers). 

Assessing Attitudes 
If volunteer coordinators are to actively 

facilitate more inclusive volunteerism, they 
must identify the reasons why barriers of 
omission exist in the first place. For example, 
coordinators must consider why they have 
not viewed individuals with DD/MR as 
potential volunteers or recruited them previ­
ously. They may find that these omissions are 
due to negative attitudes or perceptions that 
they are hesitant to admit to due to society's 
current focus on "political correctness," or 
they may be due to a failure to consider their 
fellow citizens with disabilities as possessing 
many viable skills. A self-evaluation of one's 
attitude toward people with disabilities may 
be an essential first step in creating a success­
ful inclusive volunteering effort. 

Strategies for Recruiting and Supporting 
Volunteers 

Once attitudes and perceptions have been 
evaluated, specific strategies to recruit and 
support volunteers of varying abilities need to 
be designed and implemented. Networking 
with local advocacy organizations such as the 
ARC (formerly the Association for Retarded 
Citizens) could prove helpful. A meeting with 
staff from the advocacy organization to voice 
a desire to recruit new volunteers, along with 
an appraisal of one's concerns and shortfalls 
in doing so, is an excellent starting point. 
Consulting with therapeutic recreation spe­
cialists on task adaptations, accommodations, 
and staff training, for example, may be neces­
sary. Many therapeutic recreation specialists 
are trained in strategies that increase the suc­
cessful functioning and inclusion of individu­
als with disabilities in the community. 

Volunteer coordinators should also consid­
er the receptiveness of agency administrators. 
Without the support of management, policies 

that are exclusionary in nature and based on 
perceived versus realistic liability concerns 
could continue to prohibit the inclusion of 
volunteers with disabilities. Administrative 
support for the development and sustainabili­
ty of inclusive efforts has proven to be an 
essential element in the success of these 
efforts. Volunteer coordinators should again 
consider soliciting the assistance of advocacy 
organizations, therapeutic recreation special­
ists, and self-advocates for assistance in gain­
ing agency support for these new initiatives. 

Community Collaboration 
One way to facilitate a collaborative effort 

among volunteer coordinators, disability 
advocates, and individuals with disabilities is 
through the formation of an advisory board, 
whose primary focus is to broaden the volun­
teer base within the community. For those 
communities with volunteer centers, the facil­
itation of the advisory board would be an 
excellent role for their staff to play in making 
their community's volunteer base more inclu­
sive and stronger. The advisory board should 
be comprised of a number of individuals rep­
resentative across the key player groups 
addressed earlier, including people with dis­
abilities. Strategies that the advisory board 
could address include: 
• How to pair volunteers with disabilities 

with nondisabled peers, to volunteer coop­
eratively and help relieve the agency's "lack 
of staff to supervise" problem 

• How to provide agency staff with the nec­
essary training to increase their confidence 
and skills in including volunteers with 
DD/MR and other disabilities 

• How disability advocates and family mem­
bers can assess the preferences and abilities 
of volunteers with disabilities, to appropri­
ately match them with community volun­
teer tasks 

• What creative strategies and supports 
could be employed so that volunteers with 
disabilities have reliable and accessible 
transportation to and from volunteer sites? 

• What supports could be implemented to 
ensure that inclusive volunteer efforts are 
sustainable and not merely temporary 
"special projects"? 
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FUTURE EFFORTS 
This study has opened doors leading co a 

greater understanding of the barriers and 
potential for inclusive volunteering. However, 
many doors remain unopened. Perceived bar­
riers to and benefits of volunteerism should 
be further explored from the perspective of 
the volunteers themselves. Little is known 
about attitudes toward volunteerism from the 
perspectives of volunteers or prospective vol­
unteers with disabilities. The voices of those 
with disabilities should not go undetected 
regarding their personal experiences with vol­
unteerism. 

Research should be conducted on the out­
comes of inclusive volunteering, including 
benefits to volunteers with and without dis­
abilities, the agencies in which they serve, and 
the communities in which they live. A com­
prehensive understanding of what is to be 
gained from inclusive volunteering is likely to 
yield greater support for its implementation. 
We should also attempt to determine whether 
volunteers with disabilities are being included 
in greater numbers due to a shift in attitudes, 
or whether more positive attitudes toward 
volunteers with disabilities results from their 
participation. 

Future research could consider the devel­
opment of specific inclusion strategies as they 
relate to community volunteerism. Do strate­
gies that are already identified as effective for 
the inclusion of individuals with disabilities 
into other community settings (e.g., recre­
ation) apply to volunteer settings? From such 
research, a set of "promising practices for 
inclusive volunteering" could be developed. 

CONCLUDING REMARKS 
Considering the benefits that nonprofit 

agencies, and individuals with disabilities, 
have to gain from inclusive volunteering, this 
community initiative deserves further explo­
ration. The potential for individuals with 
disabilities to develop vocational skills, or 
practice functional community skills, are two 
possible outcomes; however inclusive volun­
teering could be about so much more. 
Inclusive volunteering addresses the basic 
human rights to be valued by others, to expe­
rience the joy of giving of oneself, and to find 
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pleasure in doing what one enjoys. It is also 
about communities recognizing the unique 
contributions that all citizens have to offer. It 
addresses becoming recognized, not only as 
the users of community resources, but as 
valuable contributors to community capacity. 
Kretzmann and McKnight (1993) stated: 

Every single person has capacities, abili­
ties, and gi,fts. Living a good life depends 
01'! whether those capacities can be used, 
abilities expressed and gifts gi,ven. If they 
are, the person will be valued, feel power­
fol and well-connected to the people 
around them. And the community 
around the person will be more powerful 
because of the contribution the person is 
making. (p. 13) 

The time has come for everyone-regard­
less of ability level-to have the opportunity 
to "live the good life" by volunteering their 
time and giving of themselves to their com­
munities using their abilities, making our 
communities more powerful, and in turn, 
better places for everyone to live. 
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Administration, Volunteer Center of 
Greensboro, and Guilford County Direc­
tors of Volunteers in Agencies for their 
support in conducting this research. The 
content expressed herein does not neces­
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4-H Volunteers and the Internet: 
A Partnership for the Future 

Claudia C. Mincemoyer, Ph.D. 

JNTRODUCTION 
The Pennsylvania 4-H Youth Development 

Program serves over 112,000 youth, ages 8-
19, with the support of more than 10,000 
teen and adult volunteers. Youth are enrolled 
as 4-H members in community clubs, project 
clubs, school enrichment experiences, after­
school dubs, or as an individual member 
with an adult helper. 4-H curriculum is 
designed to teach life skills to enable youth to 
become productive, caring, and contributing 
members of their communities. Curricula 
(projects) and supporting resource materials 
are available, generally free of charge, from 
Pennsylvania's 67 county cooperative exten­
sion offices. Traditionally, 4-H volunteer lead­
ers visit the local extension office to review 
curricula and supporting resources, obtain 
copies of project materials and receive train­
ing and support needed to effectively perform 
their responsibilities. Currently, a small per­
centage of Pennsylvania's curriculum projects 
are accessible on the Internet. This article 
explores the potential of using the Internet as 
a way to share curriculum resources with vol­
unteers and discusses implications for virtual­
ly communicating, recruiting, and managing 
volunteers. 

BACKGROUND 
The Internet has changed the way that we 

receive information both professionally and 
personally. Computers have been a common 
productivity and communication tool in the 
workplace for many years;. However, use of 
the Internet in the home is now rapidly 
increasing. Kraut and Cummings (2001) 
characterize this shift as "domestication" of 
the Internet, or a move from using personal 
computers in a work setting, primarily for 
income-producing purposes, to more personal 

and household purposes. This shift is mir­
rored in Pennsylvania as more individuals 
now have computer access at home than at 
work (PaSDC Research Brief, 2000). 
Fifty-four percent of the people polled in the 
Penn State survey reported having computers 
in their home while only 43 percent reported 
having access to a computer at work. 
Of those with a computer at home, over 
90 percent used it to access the Internet and 
95 percent used it for electronic mail (PaSDC 
Research Brief, 2000). 

As an educational delivery system,. the 
Internet can be interactive, responsive to the 
needs of its users, and provide information 
"on-demand." Access to educational resources 
for 4-H volunteers, youth, and the general 
public, via the Internet is easy, fast and cost­
effective. By not restricting access to regis­
tered volunteers, a 4-H presence on the Inter­
net may also prove to be a powerful 
recruitment tool for potential volunteers and 
interested youth. Culp and Nolan (2000) 
report that successful volunteer recruitment 
depends upon effective marketing to targeted 
populations who have an interest in the orga­
nization, its clientele, or mission. They indi­
cate that keeping an up-to-date home page 
and linking it to popular and related web 
sites will help the organization attract and 
keep volunteers. Ellis (2000) supports this 
idea in her overview of new trends in volun­
teering. She notes that the explosion of the 
World Wide Web not only helps with recruit­
ing, but has also begun a new form of volun­
teering: virtual volunteering. Volunteers can 
complete assignments from their homes, pro­
viding valuable services to organizations. 
Cravens (2000) has researched and worked 
with over 100 organizations that now provide 
on-line volunteer opportunities. The increase 
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in the number of volunteers willing to partic­
ipate in on-line volunteering experiences pro­
vides support for exploring other uses of the 
Internet with volunteers, such as communica­
tion and curriculum delivery. 

The author surveyed all 50 states 4-H web 
sites to determine the extent of Internet-avail­
able curricula. Although many 4-H web sites 
housed only limited numbers of 4-H publica­
tions, 34 percent of the 4-H web sites had at 
least some curriculum resources. Several of 
the state's 4-H web sites went beyond access 
to a select number of publications. For exam­
ple, the University of Kentucky has over 50 
projects and resources accessible through their 
state 4-H web site <http://ca.uky.edu/agcol­
lege/4h/> on a wide array of youth topics 
ranging from citizenship to woodworking. 
None of the sites restrict access to the general 
public. 

PURPOSE OF THE STUDY 
In Pennsylvania, 4-H youth curriculum 

committees, comprised of faculty, staff, vol­

METHODOLOGY 
The target audience for this study was cur­

rent adult 4-H volunteers. A stratified ran­
dom sampling process was used to select the 
sample population. County 4-H coordinators 
(n=67) were each sent 15 surveys to mail to a 
randomly selected list of 4-H volunteers. A 
4-H volunteer must be enrolled and screened 
to be on a current mailing list. Lists are 
updated at least every other year. A current 
roster of 4-H volunteers reduces the error of 
including names of people who are not in the 
study population. Of the 67 counties in 
Pennsylvania, 59 participated in the study 
and mailed 885 surveys to 4-H volunteers. 
A total of 5 54 surveys were returned. Howev­
er, 41 did not return a consent to participate 
in the study and were not used, resulting in a 
total of 513 useable surveys. A follow-up let­
ter with a replacement survey was sent to 
non-respondents (Dillman, 2000). An addi­
tional 35 surveys were returned, thus 548 sur­
veys were used for the analysis yielding a 61.9 
percent response rate (see Table 1). 

TABLE 1: 
unteers and youth, 
determine new curricu­
lar priorities, curriculum 
delivery methods, and 
appropriate evaluation 
techniques for 4-H 
youth curricula. The 
curriculum committees 
are also responsible for 

Number of counties participating and volunteers responding 

Number of 
counties Surveys Surveys received Surveys used Response 

participating returned without consent for analysis rate 

59 (88%) 589 (66.5%) 41 (4.6%) 548 61.9% 

review and revisions of existing curricula. 
During 2000, several of the curriculum com­
mittees discussed distributing curriculum 
resources using the Internet as the sole deliv­
ery method. There were no accurate data to 
support transferring curricula to Internet-only 
delivered publications. Questions of availabil­
ity of access, frequency of access, and recep­
tiveness of volunteers to utilizing this new 
delivery strategy were raised. 

The purpose of this study was to deter­
mine if 4-H volunteers in Pennsylvania are 
receptive to receiving curriculum projects and 
resources directly from the Internet. The 
study also examined current rates of accessi­
bility and frequency of access to the Internet 
of the population of 4-H volunteers. 

The survey consisted of eleven quantitative 
questions relating to availability and access to 
the Internet and e-mail, likelihood of access, 
frequency of access, willingness to provide an 
e-mail address, and two questions related to 
the demographic characteristics of the respon­
dents. One qualitative question was included 
to ask respondents who were not very likely 
to access 4-H curriculum materials and 
resources from the Internet to indicate their 
reasons. Responses to this question were put 
into meaningful categories by the author. The 
categories of responses were ranked by fre­
quency cited. 

The survey questions were developed by 
the author and reviewed by a state program 
leader, an extension academic department 
head, and four extension 4-H youth develop-
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ment educators to establish face and content 
validity. Descriptive statistics (frequencies and 
percentages) were used to analyze the data. 

FINDINGS 
The major findings of this study highlight 

the availability and accessibility of the Inter­
net to our 4-H volunteers, and their willing­
ness to use it to receive information regarding 
4-H projects and resources. Reasons for vol­
unteers who are extremely unwilling to use 
this technology are cited. 

Computer and Internet access 
Eighty-four percent of the 4-H volunteers 

in Pennsylvania own a computer. Over half 
(54.2 percent) of the volunteers who are 
employed have access to a computer at work. 
Of those who don't have a computer at home 
and are employed, an additional 3.9 percent 
have access to a computer at work. Thus, 
about three-quarters (75.9 percent) of the 
4-H volunteers have a computer available for 
their use. 

4-H volunteers were asked if they had 
access to the Internet from their home com­
puter. Of those who had a computer at 
home, 69 percent had access to the Internet 
from this computer. Of those who did not 
have access at home, an additional 1.6 per­
cent of the employed volunteers had access at 
work. A total of 70.6 percent of 4-H leaders 
who responded to the survey has access to the 
Internet either at home or work (see Table 2). 

TABLE 2: 
Computer ownership and access to Internet 

YES NO NA* TOTAL 

Own a computer 84.8% 15.2% 100% 

Computer at work 58.0% 36.1% 5.9%* 100% 

Access to Internet 
(home) 69.0% 15.8% 15.2%* 100% 

Access to Internet 
(work) 38.2% 19.3% 42.4%* 100%** 

Access to Internet 
at work or home 70.6% 70.6% 

*not applicable-don't work or don't own a computer 
**rounded to equal 100% 
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Frequency of access to Internet 
About 52 percent of 4-H volunteers access 

the Internet at least once/week with 33.5 per­
cent accessing the Internet more than once 
each week (see Table 3). 

TABLE 3: 
Frequency of access to Internet 

Frequency Frequency 
of Access Percent 

Once/month 50 9.3% 
Twice/month 66 12.3% 
Once/week 101 18.9% 
More than once/week 179 33.5% 
Don't access 40 7.5% 
NA 99 18.5% 
TOTAL 535 100.0% 

Likelihood of accessing the Internet 
Volunteers were asked how likely they were 

to access 4-H curriculum materials and 
resources from the Internet for use with their 
4-H dubs (see Table 4). 

TABLE 4: 
Access curriculum information and resources 

Likelihood of Accessing Information Percent 

Not very likely 12.1% 
Somewhat likely 24.0% 
Very likely 28.1% 
Extremely likely 17.5% 
NA 18.4% 
TOTAL 100.0%* 
*rounded to equal 100% 

Using a four point Liken-type scale to 
indicate likelihood of access, 46 percent of 
the 4-H volunteers were very likely or 
extremely likely to access 4-H curriculum 
materials on the Internet, if available. Twenty­
four percent indicated that they were some­
what likely to access materials from a web 
site. About 12 percent indicated that they 
were not very likely to access a web site for 
curriculum resources. The 12 percent of 
respondents who were not very likely to 
access the Internet for curriculum resources 
were asked to indicate reasons why they chose 
this response. Responses were categorized and 
are listed in order of frequency of response in 
Table 5. 



TABLE 5: 
Reasons for not accessing Internet 

Reasons 

No access to the Internet at home 
Computer for work use only 
No time to access the Internet 
Don't use the Internet often enough 
No computer 
Not computer/Internet literate 
Technical difficulties with 
connections to Internet 
Already using curriculum resources 
from other sources 
Can't print for club members 
Need personal contact 
Printed materials are easier to access 

Number of 
Responses 

17 
12 
10 
8 
7 
5 

2 

2 
2 
2 

Willingness to provide e-mail address to 
receive 4-H communications 

Using a four point Likert-type scale, over 
65 percent of the responding 4-H volunteers 
indicated that they are willing or extremely 
willing to provide their e-mail addresses to 
receive information directly from the state 
4-H administrative department. The percent­
age of volunteers who were not at all willing 
to provide their e-mail addresses was about 
four percent (see Table 6). About 19 percent 
did not respond because they do not have 
e-mail capability. 

TABLE 6: 
Willingness to provide e-mail address 

Willingness Frequency Percentage 

Not at all 21 3.9% 
Somewhat 30 
Not sure 28 
Willing 181 
Extremely willing 175 
Not applicable 105 
TOTAL 540 

CONCLUSIONS AND 
RECOMMENDATIONS 

5.6% 
5.2% 

33.5% 
32.4% 
19.4% 

100.0% 

There are many benefits for volunteers and 
the extension organization to Internet distrib­
ution of resources. 4-H volunteers are willing 
to use this new technology to receive curricu­
lum resources; thus, Cooperative Extension 
needs to rapidly provide resources to increase 

our web-based curricular offerings. Findings 
from this study were shared with the curricu­
lum developers in Pennsylvania to provide 
them with the rationale to develop web-deliv­
ered curriculum. 

Computer ownership among 4-H volun­
teers is higher than the ownership rate for 
Pennsylvania citizens and can be viewed as an 
asset to our information delivery system. In 
addition to Internet-delivered resources, e­
mail communication with volunteers should 
be explored as a cost-effective way to distrib­
ute newsletters, updates, information about 
meetings and other relevant information to 
our volunteer corps. These communications 
could come from either the county extension 
office or directly from the 4-H state adminis­
trative office. 

Providing curricula and resources on the 
Internet via a volunteer web site not only 
allows the volunteer to access the publication 
or resource on-demand, but also provides an 
opportunity for Cooperative Extension to 
provide links for volunteers and youth to 
learn more about their topics of interest. 4-H 
can attract them with information that they 
need for use directly with their 4-H clubs and 
then help them to learn more, or further 
develop their areas of expertise. 

Organizations, including 4-H, who want 
to reach all potential volunteers, need to be 
cognizant of those families who do not have 
access. Becker (2000) reports that only about 
22 percent of children in families with annual 
incomes of less than $20,000 have access to a 
home computer, compared with 91 percent 
of those in families with incomes of more 
than $75,000. As organizations move towards 
higher levels of electronic communication, 
other avenues for accessing the Internet for 
those who don't have computers or Internet 
connections at home should be addressed. 
Schools and libraries often provide free Inter­
net access for community members and can 
be a resource for volunteer information and 
opportunities available on the Internet. 

Identifying reliability of access for the vol­
unteer is also a factor in determining how an 
organization distributes publications and 
resources. Telephone connections in many 
rural areas are not at the same level as in 
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urban communities (Samson, 1998). There 
can be unexpected interruptions causing user 
frustration. Designing web-based curricula 
with the end user in mind is important. A 
"text-only" option should be available for all 
curriculum resources to decrease the time it 
takes to download a page to the web browser, 
thus reducing frustration and saving time. 

The Internet should not replace volunteer 
connections to their local extension offices 
but provide a way to supplement curriculum 
information, provide information on a "need 
to know" basis, and open the door for those 
not familiar with the vast resource base in the 
4-H youth development p~ogram and Coop­
erative Extension. 

IMPLICATIONS BEYOND 4-H 
Findings from this study conducted with 

the 4-H organization have implications for 
other volunteer organizations. Volunteers are 
accessing the Internet at rates that allow for 
frequent information sharing and updating. 
Similar to accessing curriculum resources, 
volunteers can receive updates and new infor­
mation as soon as it is available. Internet dis­
tribution of information for volunteers also 
allows for rapid revisions and updates to 
ensure that current information is available to 

the volunteer population. 
If volunteers are receptive and willing to 

use the Internet and communicate electroni­
cally, recruiting and involving volunteers on­
line becomes a viable volunteer management 
tool. Communication is quick, cost-effective 
and timely. Volunteers also have the ability to 
network with each other, providing support 
as well as sharing information. Willingness to 
use the Internet to review and evaluate cur­
riculum, distribute newsletters, policy updates 
and other volunteer resources requires a com­
mitment of time and effort. Volunteer organi­
zations should see this as an opportunity to 
go beyond basic e-mail communication and 
provide in-depth virtual information or vol­
unteer development opportunities. 

Increased access and use of the Internet 
may also provide an opportunity to reach 
those who traditionally would not volunteer. 
For example, Ellis (2000) discusses using the 
Internet to reach volunteers who have a dis-
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ability or are restricted by schedules or other 
commitments. Internet resources and dia­
logue may allow them to provide viable vol­
unteer services. Ellis (2000) also highlights 
the potential of developing an on-line volun­
teer mentoring program where existing vol­
unteers may be able to mentor newly recruit­
ed volunteers. 

The potential to capitalize on volunteer 
access and receptivity to Internet use is great 
for 4-H and other organizations that rely on 
volunteers to carry out their missions. Bene­
fits can be realized for both the organizations 
and their volunteers. 
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Understanding Web Accessibility 
by Joe Clark 

INTRODUCTION 
All the features of the World Wide Web 

that make it appealing to nondisabled persons 
-the enormous range of information, the 
unfiltered opinions published by average peo­
ple, the self-serve shopping, and more-also 
make the Web appealing to people with dis­
abilities. However, statistics show that dis­
abled people have a lower Web usage than 
people without disabilities. Volunteer admin­
istrators can increase disabled people's partici­
pation in their organizations' Web sites by 
"authoring"-that is, coding, writing, design­
ing, and publishing-those sites according 
to standards that are generally easy and inex­
pensive to meet. By doing so, Web sites will 
be much more accessible to many disabled 
people. 

How many disabled people are online? 
The available figures on numbers of people 

with disabilities online are not very thorough, 
but they provide a reasonable indication. 

Gerber and Kirchner's study (2001) sum­
marizes the available data on visual impair­
ment and computer and Internet use. They 
report that, in the United States, "[t]he total 
number of people ages 15 and older with any 
'limitation in seeing' who report they have 
access to the Internet is just over 1.5 million 
(I,549,000) .... [A]bout 196,000 people with 
a 'severe' limitation in seeing have access to 
the Internet." 

People with other disabilities also use the 
Web. The Survey on Income and Program 
Participation or SIPP (Bureau of the Census, 
2000) estimated the number of people with 
certain disabilities and "access" to the Inter­
net. What "access" means is ambiguous, 
though, by the researchers' own admission: 

it could simply mean a computer exists in the 
home or workplace that can be connected to 
the Internet, or it could refer to active Inter­
net use by the person in question. Even with 
this ambiguity, the figures are still helpful: 

• 21.1 % of people with "vision problems" 
have Internet access (I ,542,4 IO people) 

• 27.2% of people with "hearing prob­
lems" (I ,893,392) 

• 22.5% of people with "difficulty using 
hands" (I ,41 1,200) 

• 42.2% of people with a learning dis­
ability (1,242,790) 

By contrast, in the same survey, 56. 7% of 
nondisabled people have Internet access. The 
disparity is considerable. 

HOW DO PEOPLE WITH 
DISABILITIES USE COMPUTERS? 

Even given the lower participation rate 
among people with disabilities, disabled 
groups are, in fact, online. But how do people 
with disabilities use computers? 

Some disabilities, like hearing impairment, 
may require no modifications at all; people 
with those disabilities use the same equip­
ment as nondisabled people. However, adap­
tive technology is commonly used by people 
with disabilities to customize equipment for 
their disability. 

A person with limited use of the hands or 
arms may require a different input method, 
such as a large trackball, a modified keyboard, 
or software that works with one or more 
switches that can emulate a keyboard or 
mouse. A person with a modest visual impair­
ment may use screen-magnification software 
that blows up the size of the entire display. 
Someone with a more severe visual impair-

To~o~to journ~ist and _consultant Joe Clark (joeclark.org/access/) goes back over 20 years in accessibility. He is the author of 
Butldmg_ Accesrt~le _Websites, a book on Web accessibility, and has particular expertise in multimedia accessibility (e.g., captioning 
and audio descnptton). 
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ment may use a screen reader-software that 
reads text, menus, icons, and everything else 
that is visible in a computer's interface says 
out loud in a synthesized voice. 

WHICH DISABILITIES ARE 
MOST AFFECTED? 

When it comes to accessible Web develop­
ment, some disability groups need more 
attention than others. Blind and visually­
impaired people top the list for the simple 
reason that the Web is a visual medium. Next 
on the list, and somewhat neglected, are peo­
ple with mobility impairments, who find it 
difficult to move around complicated Web 
pages with dozens of links and other manipu­
lable items. 

Other disability groups are less likely to 
require accessibility-either because there is 
little on the Web that pertains to their dis­
ability (e.g., soundtracks are uncommon on 
the Web, so deaf and hard-of-hearing people 
do not face enormous barriers) or because the 
disability cannot be substantially accommo­
dated without a rethinking of the Web as we 
know it (as with cognitive disabilities like 
dyslexia). 

WHAT IS ACCESSIBILITY? 
The term accessibility can be understood to 

mean accommodating characteristics a person 
cannot change (Clark 2003). A blind person 
cannot stop being blind when confronted 
with a visual Web page, for example, so 
blindness becomes an issue that requires 
accommodation. 

ACCESSIBLE VS. INACCESSIBLE PAGES 
It is impossible to declare a certain Web 

page "accessible" or "inaccessible" for the sim­
ple reason that there are too many provisos 
involved. Accessible to which groups? Under 
what conditions? Using which adaptive tech­
nology, if any? 

However, it is possible to design Web 
pages according to published criteria, which, 
if implemented intelligently, will result in 
improved access by specific disability groups. 
The reference for Web accessibility standards 
is the Web Content Accessibility Guidelines 
(WCAG), published by the Web Accessibility 

Initiative ( 1999) of the World Wide Web 
Consortium. 

The WCAG provides a list of recommend­
ed practices for Web developers at three sever­
ity or importance levels. Priority 1 guidelines, 
if met, are "a basic requirement for some 
groups to be able to use Web documents." 
Priority 2 requirements, if met, "will remove 
significant barriers to accessing Web docu­
ments." Finally, Priority 3 requirements, if 
met, "will improve access to Web docu­
ments." 

The three priority levels are standards that 
Web authors "must," "should," and "may" 
follow, respectively. The hierarchy suggested 
by the three priority levels has a strong basis 
in practical fact. A Web page that meets Pri­
ority 1 guidelines probably will be significant­
ly easier to use for a wide range of disabled 
people, while Priorities 2 and 3 offer decreas­
ing returns. 

Priority 1 guidelines are generally easy to 
meet. Some example requirements: 
• For every item on a page that is not text, 

provide a text equivalent. Every image on 
a page, for example, must carry an alterna­
tive or alt text that adaptive technology 
like screen readers can read out loud. A 
blind visitor to the Web site won't be able 
to see the image, but can read the text 
equivalent. 

• If you use tables to display data, identify 
row and column headers. With that added 
information, a screen reader, for example, 
can turn a table of information into 
understandable speech more easily. 
(HTML, the markup language used to 
create Web pages, has many ways of iden­
tifying row and column headers [Ferg 
2002].) 

• Make sure that information is still under­
standable without colour. Some forms of 
colour blindness require care, for example, 
in combining red and green. 

ADDING ACCESSIBILITY 
TOWORKFLOW 

For volunteer organizations, it might not 
be difficult to add accessible Web design to 
the work.flow of day-to-day Web publishing. 
Your site is probably based on templates that 
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are reused from page to page; Accessible Web develop-
if you upd ate those templ ates 

CONCLUS ION 
Accessible Web develop ment 

is genera lly nor difficu lt or 
expensive and can benefit large 
numbers of people with d is­
ab ilit ies who are onlin e. Pub ­
lish ing Web sires that meet 
accessibility guidel ines is an 
easy way for voluntee r admin is-

ment is generally not diffi-

cult or expensive and can 

benefit large numbers of 

to meet the Web Content 
Accessibility Guidelines, you 
accomp lish a great deal in a 
single stroke . If your organi ­
zation publi shes more text 

P • people with disabilities who than images, meeting rion ty 
1 guidelines is almost auto­
matic most of rhe time, since 

are online. 

text is usually accessible to many disabled 
group s 

A few di fficulties can be foreseen, though. 
Som e Web-design softwa re makes it very d if­
ficult to control the exact contents of the 
HTML it produ ces. Your pages becom e 
mu ch larger and more com plex than they 
actua lly need to be-and harder to upd ate. 
(It may be difficult to publish a table with 
correct row and column header s, for exam­
ple.) Or you may be un able to alter rhe 
und erlying HTML of your sire, being limit ed 
to addin g new cont ent only. Or, in a mo re 
advanced case, your bud get may allow you to 
post multim edia on your site, but you may 
not have alloca ted a bud get to add caption s 
(for deaf viewers) and audio description s (an 
on goin g narra tion track for blind viewers th at 
explain s what 's happ enin g in the video 
image). 

H owever, chose probl ems can often be 
overcom e-e .g., som e newer authoring pro­
grams produc e compa ct, easily-updat ed 
HTML but are free or low-cost, and it is also 
possible to use free or low-cost tool s to make 
multim edia accessible. Even if your organiza­
tion cannot do everythin g po ssible to 
improve its Web accessibility, it's always possi­
ble to do something. 
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trators to sign ificantly reduce 
barriers to participat ion by peop le with dis­
abilities. 

REFEREN CES 
Bureau of the Ce nsus (2000 ). "Int ernet 

access, comput er use, and disabili ty status: 
1999 ." Sur vey of Income and Program 
Participation (1999, un p ubli shed tabula­
tion) . Washin gto n, D C: Auth or. 

Clark , Joe (200 3) . Building Accessible Web­
sites. Indi anapolis: New Ride rs. 6. 

Ferg, Step hen (20 02) . Techniques for Accessi­
ble HTML Tables. 
h ttp :/ /home.arr .net/-srep hen_ ferg/sec­
tion 508/access ible_t ables.hrml. V iewed 
2002- 12-3 1. 

Ge rber, Elaine, and Co rinn e Kirchn er 
(200 1). "W ho 's Surfin g? In tern et Access 
and Co mput er Use by Visually Imp aired 
Youth and Ad ult s." jo urnal of Visual 
Impairment & Blindness, 95(3), 176- 18 1; 
http:/ /afb .org/ in fo_ docum ent_v iew.asp?do 
cum entid =l 52 1. Viewed 200 2- 12-29 . 

Web Accessibili ty Initiativ e (199 9). Web 
Content Accessibility Guidelines 1. 0. 
http:/ /www.w3 .org/TR/W CAG 10/ . 
Viewed 200 2- 12-29 . 



IDEAS THAT 

Working With a Comprehensive Nominating Process 

By Sue Inglis, Ph.D. 

Sheelah Dunn Dooley, M.A., M.Ed. 

In writing this paper, we have drawn upon 
our experiences associated with the nominat­
ing committee of the YWCA in Hamilton, 
Ontario, Canada. The Hamilton YWCA is a 
113-year-old organization, governed by a 15-
mn member board, that works primarily in a 
policy governance framework including four 
standing committees, one of which is the 
nominating committee. The volunteer man­
ager is a part-time contract position. We were 
motivated to write this article because we 
wanted to share the experiences we have had 
with the YWCA nominating process, as well 
as raise some of the related issues of volunteer 
leadership development and community rep­
resentation associated with nominating. We 
hope to encourage volunteers, staff and com­
munity to accept the challenge of working 
toward a comprehensive, transparent nomi­
nating process. The five-part model we 
describe is adaptable to any non-profit orga­
nization, and is especially relevant for com­
munity based agencies striving to develop vol­
unteer management resources that strengthen 
leadership within the organization and its 
community. 

The work of the nominating committee is 
an essential part of the responsibilities of a 
board of directors, and one that warrants as 
much deliberation and intentionality as the 

process of hiring senior staff. The Canadian 
"Panel on Accountability and Governance in 
the Voluntary Sector" (I 999) recommends in 
its guidelines a nominating committee inde­
pendent of management, proper planning for 
board succession and recruitment of new 
board members, and for clear policies con­
cerning recruitment. These guidelines aim at 
ensuring constituency and client participation 
in governance, which in turn supports "open­
ness, [that is] transparency of activities to the 
public at large" (page 25). In brief, recruit­
ment procedures need to ensure quality 
trustees who can steward the organization 
through complex times. 

All boards require a nominating process 
that at a minimum recruits new members 
with the necessary skills to steward the orga­
nization, provides vitality and good rotation 
of members allowing for continuity between 
"generations" of board members, and main­
tains a connection to the community. Typi­
cally, the nominating committee is a standing 
committee of the board of directors with its 
terms of references, duties and power includ­
ed in the organization's Bylaws. Axelrod 
(I 994) identifies the importance of having 
systematic selection, orientation and board 
development processes in place to strengthen 
the board's effectiveness. Nelson (1991) 
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em ph asizes che value of the or ient ation 
process . 

We acknowl edge chat the work of the 
nomin at ing committ ee is not done in isola­
tion and involves a numb er of relation ships 
int ernal and external to the organization. 
Int ernal ly, the nomin ating process involves 
worki ng with the board of d irectors as well as 
with committees, the volun teer manager, and 
ot her staff, volunt eers and member/cl ient s. 
Exte rnally, the pro cess involves direct contact s 
with other communi ty orga nizations and 
communit y members. T here are also indire ct 
associations with the community (e.g., influ­

ences from fund ers and trends in the non­
profit sector) during the no min at ing pro cess 

as the promo tions, contacts, and activit ies 
un fold. These var ious relationships are shown 
in Figure 1. 

Figure 1. Relationships Within a 
Comprehensive Nominating Process 

EXTERNAL 
Community 

Nomina ting Committee 

Volunteers 

INTER NAL 
Organization 

Comm ittee 

OVERVIEW AND BACKGRO UND TO 
T H E NOM INAT ING PROCESS 

T he H amilton YWCA "compr ehensive 
nom inatin g process" has five phases: 
1. Board Char ge and Nee ds Assessment , 
2. Recruitment Strategy, 
3. Can didat e Selection s, 
4 . Candidat e Int egrat ion , and 
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5. Evaluation and Fucur e Plannin g. App en­
dix 1 presents the phases wit h the time­
fram es we have exper ience d. 

Timing 
The nomin at ing process we describe is on­

going throu ghout the year wit h a focus on 
the six month s prior to the An nu al General 
Meeting (AGM). Our work takes a min imum 
of five schedul ed meetings, plus one session 
for orientat ion, and one for int erviewing 
candidates . 

Committee Size and Membership 
Th e YWCA nominatin g commi ttee works 

well with five memb ers plu s the executive 

dir ecto r as an ex-officio memb er. T he volun­
teer manager works w ith us in the p lannin g 
of promot ions, and the cand idate informa­
tion session. The Bylaws state that the past­
president is chair for a two-yea r term. T he 

nom inating com mitt ee includ es two board 
represemati ves: one veteran board memb er 
and one relat ive newcomer to the board. The 
latte r brings her recent experience as a parti ci­
pant in the nom ina ting com mi ttee's work . 
Staggered two year terms for the thr ee board 
mem bers provide some year to year contin u­
ity. T he final two commi ttee mem bers are 
recruit ed from the community-the ir selec­

tio n is based on a demonstrated inrerest in 
the organizat ion , thei r knowledge of the com­
muni ty, and expertise in areas such as com­

muni ty diversity and hum an resource prac­
tices. 

PHAS E 1. BOARD C HARGE 
AND NEEDS ASSESSM EN T 

T he first steps includ e collect ing dat a from 
existing board memb ers concerning their 
intencion s and aspirat ions regarding board 
work throu gh a "qui ck respo nse" form (see 
Appe ndix 2). We prefer to have board mem­

bers think about areas of experience and 
expertise needed by th e board before our 
requ est for specific candid ate names. 



From the collected data the nominating 
committee determines the number of new 
committee and board members needed, and 
drafts a list of "negotiable" and "non-nego­
tiable" criteria for new board recruits. For 
example, "commitment to the mission of the 
organization" is a non-negotiable criterion, 
because every successful board candidate 
must demonstrate this quality for YWCA 
board membership. Negotiable criteria are 
those that are desirable to have, but not 
required, such as representation of seniors of 
the community, experience with policy devel­
opment, or experience with partnership 
building. Ultimately these negotiables will be 
demonstrated by some-but probably not 
all-successful candidates. The nominating 
committee chair takes these determinations to 
the board for comment and/or information 
purposes, as part of the committee's regular 
report to the board. 

During the first two meetings, the nomi­
nating committee also reviews board policies 
relevant to recruitment and the philosophy of 
nominating expressed by the board, and cre­
ates a time line for its activities. In this time 
period, the chair undertakes confidential exit 
interviews with departing board members 
and directs any relevant data back to the 
appropriate parties. For example, the chair 
may pass on information concerning board 
functioning and committee work to the chair, 
or report interview comments about the 
recruitment process, board make-up, integra­
tion or other information to the nominating 
committee. The committee is now ready to 
begin recruiting interested board and com­
mittee members. 

PHASE 2. 
THE RECRUITMENT STRATEGY 

The recruitment strategy has three compo­
nents: promotion of the board/committee 
recruitment process, briefing the interested 
parties, and interviewing candidates. 

Promotions 
YWCA promotions have an internal and 

external focus. We begin by advertising that 
the agency is looking for new candidates and 
will be hosting an information session for all 
interested. Internally, the committee requests 
the board, volunteer manager, committees 
and staff to "spread the word" that the agency 
is recruiting governance volunteers for the 
board. Eye-catching notices are posted around 
the agency, for example on members' notice 
boards in the front lobby where members, 
volunteers and guests will see them. External-

. ly, postings include a fax to the agencies listed 
in the local index of non-profits, and notices 
(paid or otherwise) in the weekly and daily 
newspapers. The personal approach and word 
of mouth seems most successful in reaching 
potential candidates, especially with those 
who have previously expressed an interest in 
board work. 

An Information Session 
The second component of the board 

recruitment phase involves briefing the inter­
ested individuals. Potential candidates are 
invited to an information session hosted by 
the nominating committee, where they learn 
more about the board, committee work and 
the organization. This session also acts as a 
screening tool early in the process. Candi­
dates are asked to "RSVP" for this session. 
We have had anywhere from three to twelve 
people attend these information sessions. 

Our nominating committee works in con­
junction with the volunteer manager in the 
design of the information session. Merrill 
(1996) has described the volunteer manager 
as a resource to the nominating committee. 
Similarly, in our model she/he is a staff 
resource as needed, and a key member in the 
information session design and in planning 
recruitment strategies. 

We feel it is important that the nominat­
ing committee members lead the information 
session, and that they convey the tone and 
culture of the groups that the participants are 
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there to consider-the board and its commit­
tees. The goal is to present a dear picture of 
the board and its work. During the informa­
tion session, participants receive background 
materials. The session becomes an ideal 
opportunity for potential candidates to see 
the culture of the board in operation, and to 
determine if the board assignment suits them. 
The committee members who are also board 
members provide information about the mis­
sion and services of the organization, the 
board governance framework, and the com­
mittee work. In this session, nominating 
committee members are very direct about 
board and committee time commitments, 
expectations, mission, financial overviews, 
current issues and community relationships. 
Staff (executive director and volunteer man­
ager) offer support and technical details about 
operations. Our sessions seem most successful 
when questions emerge and the group infor­
mally discusses topics. 

We also have the session participants com­
plete an evaluation form. This includes their 
response to the value of the session, and an 
indication of their interest in board or com­
mittee work. If they are interested, we ask 
them to provide us with their name and con­
tact numbers, and to submit a resume or a 
letter indicating their volunteer and work his­
tory. Those attendees interested in board 
committee work are asked to specify their 
particular interest so that they can be contact­
ed by the chairperson of that committee. 

Interviewing the Candidates 
The third aspect of the board recruitment 

strategy involves scheduling interviews with 
the potential pool of board and committee 
candidates. The nominating committee sched­
ules interviews with candidates that appear to 
meet all non-negotiable criteria and at least 
some of the negotiable criteria for the board. 
All those who submitted a resume or 
expressed interest in committees are contacted 
by the nominating chair. In spite of the per­
ceived formality of the interview, we try to 
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make the interview a relaxed conversation that 
models typical interactions of board and/ or 
committee sessions. Face-to-face half-hour 
interviews work well for us, and can be held 
in blocks of time organized to meet the sched­
uling constraints of candidates. We arrange for 
a minimum of three committee members to 
be present, and ask the executive director to 

attend as a resource person to the committee. 
We use a structured interview approach to 

ensure a fair process with the strongest likeli­
hood of selecting the most suitable candidate. 
Prior to the first interviews, the committee 
develops an interview guide for the candi­
dates based on the negotiable and non-nego­
tiable criteria. We use a behavioral interview­
ing approach 0anz, Hellervik and Gilmore, 
1986) which involves the committee asking 
candidates to provide specific examples relat­
ed to our negotiable and non-negotiable 
areas. These become part of our "interview 
grid" (see Appendix 3). For example, as we 
are interested in candidates who can commit 
the necessary time to the work of the board, 
we ask the same question of all the candi­
dates- "Tell us about previous volunteer 
experiences in which you were required to 
prepare for and attend monthly meetings." 
The committee members use the interview 
grid as a guideline for the interview, note tak­
ing during the interviews, and for subsequent 
discussions and decision-making. 

We are aware that each candidate has 
already demonstrated a commitment to the 
organization by attending the information 
session and the interview, and therefore it is 
incumbent upon the committee to become 
familiar enough with the candidate to ensure 
the optimal volunteer selection and matching 
of individuals to positions. Sometimes it is 
necessary to be dear that there are more can­
didates for the board than there are positions 
available. The group can then explore with 
each candidate their interests with other avail­
able committees/opportunities. Finally, dur­
ing the interviews we ask the candidate's per­
mission to forward his/her name along to 
appropriate people in the organization to fol­
low-up on the interviewee's expressed interest. 



PHASE 3. CANDIDATE SELECTIONS 
We believe nominating committees ensure 

consistency and transparency in their candi­
date selection when they use established 
group process decision-making techniques. 
Prior to discussion of any candidates, the 
committee reviews the criteria that will be 
used in the deliberations. On a large grid, 
usually on a blackboard or flip chart, the can­
didates' names are listed in column one, and 
the agreed upon criteria are listed across the 
top. One approach is to have each committee 
member privately assess each candidate on a 
predetermined scale (e.g., 1-10, ten high). 
Each person's scores are recorded, and the 
group then discusses any variations. At this 
point, committee members discuss specific 
examples drawn from their interview grid 
sheets to support differing views, and the 
group moves into consensus-seeking discus­
sion on each candidate. After consensus is 
reached, the group conducts a final discussion 
of the overall mix of candidates selected rela­
tive to the data collected about the organiza­
tional needs. 

The nominating committee can then con­
sider board committee placements for identi­
fied board candidates, and for those who are 
interested in committee work. Names of can­
didates identified for committee and/or non­
board volunteer assignments are forwarded to 
the appropriate individual(s) in the organiza­
tion. It is appropriate to have the chair of the 
nominating committee be responsible for 
contacting all candidates soon after the inter­
views. Drawing in candidates not selected for 
the board is a challenging yet crucial aspect of 
the process. It is imperative that the president 
and committee chairs act on the new recruits 
interests as soon as possible. 

During this selections phase, the commit­
tee draws up an executive slate of officers 
based on the interests expressed in board 
member's "quick response" forms. We have 
found it can be most helpful for the nominat­
ing chair (who, as past-president, will know 
the executive positions well) to have a conver-

sation with each person interested in execu­
tive positions to outline the commitments 
each position requires. This supports a candi­
date in their personal decision-making, career 
planning with the organization and can be 
especially important when more than one 
person has expressed interest in a position. 

Throughout this phase the nominating 
committee gains insight into the skills and 
experiences of the newly recruited board 
members. For example, sometimes recruits 
have no prior board experience, but great pas­
sion and commitment for the organization. 
Other times it is combination of great experi­
ence in the non-profit sector, and only recent 
interest in the organization. This information 
is useful as a backdrop to the next phase of 
the process: integrating new members to the 
board. · 

PHASE 4. CANDIDATE INTEGRATION 
New board members are expected to move 

into action quickly, as they assume legal and 
fiduciary responsibilities immediately upon 
joining the board (Deloitte & Touche, 1995). 
There are several ways to facilitate this inte­
gration. For example, at the YWCA, the 
nominating committee carefully matches the 
in-coming board members with "veteran" 
board members who serve as mentors for at 
least the first year. The board-buddy mentor­
ing process reflects the board's mentoring pol­
icy. The guidelines address areas such as: 
involvement by the mentor in board orienta­
tion and training, frequent contact and com­
munication with the new board member, 
and sitting together during meetings. If time 
allows, it is helpful to ask each newcomer to 
attend a board meeting prior to the AGM in 
order to become familiar with their mentor, 
other board members and board procedures. 
Mentors are encouraged to contact the new 
recruits to answer questions, to discuss the 
organization's upcoming events, and to begin 
to establish a two way exchange of ideas and 
information. 

The integration phase also includes the 
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activities around the AGM. Two aspects seem 
to help in the introduction of the new board 
recruit to the membership and the organiza­
tion at the YWCA. First, the mentor tries to 
link up with the candidate prior to, during, 
and after the meeting to help with introduc­
tions and discussion regarding the meeting. 
Second, the way in which the candidate is 
introduced to the membership is a considera­
tion. As the nominating committee is respon­
sible for introducing incoming board mem­
bers to both the organization and the 
community, we have found it helpful to 

develop a profile on each candidate, high­
lighting their strengths and experiences rele­
vant to the organization's mission and other 
non-negotiable criteria. This profile assists 
with external board promotional work when 
matching a board member to an opportunity 
to promote the agency. 

Candidate integration is also facilitated 
through board manuals, orientation sessions, 
and board retreats. New board members 
should receive a board manual prior to their 
first meeting. This manual can include: long 
range plans, a board calendar of events, a 
board roster, listings of organization Bylaws 
and human resource policies, board policies 
(that includes a board job description), perti­
nent background history of the organization, 
and a listing of acronyms and definitions of 
key terms in the organization. We have had 
orientation sessions led jointly by board 
members and staff, or by board members 
alone. Sessions can be integrated into a board 
meeting, or be all or part of an annual board 
retreat. We have had great success at building 
working and personal rapport among mem­
bers by establishing a retreat planning team 
that includes staff as resource members, two 
newly recruited members, at least one nomi­
nating committee member (that is, someone 
with whom new members are familiar from 
the interview process) and one or two other 
board members. These teams have created 
retreat agendas that are relevant to both new 
board members and veteran members, and 
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provide rich opportunities for board 
development. 

PHASE 5. EVALUATIONS AND 
FUTURE PLANNING FOR THE 
NOMINATING COMMITTEE 

The evaluation phase of the nominating 
process is ongoing. Each nominating meeting 
concludes with a brief evaluation of the meet­
ing (usually verbal), and a review of the over­
all process. We attempt to evaluate each 
aspect in the process immediately following 
its completion. For example, board member 
exit interviews, information sessions, candi­
date interviews, orientation sessions and 
retreats all end with brief evaluation compo­
nents during which we note any potential 
improvement for next year's work. 

The committee's final task is to identify 
next year's nominating committee member­
ship. Recruited members from the board and 
community will need to have the requisite 
skills and interests to build on the develop­
ments made within the nominating commit­
tee process. 

Implications and Outstanding Issues 
We believe that concerted attention to the 

nominating process, like any human resource 
development, will have rewards for the board 
and the organization as a whole. The success 
of the nominating process and its outcomes 
are crucially linked to the commitment 
demonstrated by the board and nominating 
committee members. It takes time and sus­
tained effort to work through the various 
phases of the process - we believe the effort 
is well rewarded! 

The use of the process we have outlined 
fosters relationships between the nominating 
committee and its internal and external con­
tacts. First, the committee composition brings 
external community expertise to the board 
deliberations through the committee process. 
We have seen this bring invaluable assistance 
to boards, for example, in human resource 
management, governance, training and cul-



tural diversity. Second, newer board members 
who become nominating committee mem­
bers are empowered by the process, and 
become more active, confident and comfort­
able at the board table than would be the case 
otherwise. 

The mentoring process fosters two way 
appreciation. Veteran board members are 
reacquainted with the mass of information 
and apparent confusion facing a newcomer 
which in turns affirms their own level of 
knowledge. The newcomer recognizes the 
importance of their board role and the types 
of support they will receive. 

The ideas presented in this paper offer 
practical ways in which nominating commit­
tees can increase openness and accountability. 
• How can non-profit organizations ensure 

they serve the diverse needs of the com­
munity? 

• How can boards increase representation 
around the board table in meaningful 
ways? 

• How can boards tap into the full spectrum 
of human diversity (beyond narrowly 
defined demographic characteristics) and 
encourage the adding of diverse voices 
around board tables? 

• How can the leadership needs of the com­
munity be most fully explored? 

• What kind of leadership needs are most 
prevalent to the differing types of agencies 
in the non-profit sector? 

Finally, the issue of assessing the usefulness 
of nominating committees to the overall 
effectiveness of the organization seems rele­
vant to understanding. In asking and answer­
ing these types of questions, nominating 
committees and boards of directors will move 
closer to openness, transparency and account­
ability to their community and funders. 
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Appendix 2 Quick Response Form 

To: Board and Committee Chairs 
From: Chair, Nominating Committee 

AGENCY 'S NAME 

QUICK RESPONSE FORM TO NOMINATING COMMITTEE 
A. Board Member Input 

The information sought below will ensure board renewal and assist in addressing perceived 
gaps/needs around the board table. 

PLEASE COMPLETE AND RETURN TO NOMINATING CHAIR AT THE NEXT BOARD MEETING 
Name: 
1. STATUS: I intend to cont inue serving on the Board. D Yes D No 

I am interested in serving on the Executive.* D Yes D No 
I am interested in serving on the following committees (please circle): 
list committees. 

2. When I think of our commun ity and our organization, the voices that we are missing around the 
board table are: 

3. Other Comments: 
• Positions for year 2003 (typically two year) terms are: Vice President (usually succession to 
Presidency), Secretary, and Treasurer. 

B. Committee Chair Input 
The nominating committee will use the information collected in their search to 

identify potential committee members. 
Name of Committee ____________________________ _ 

Name of Committee Chair __________________________ _ 

1. Our committee has the following number of positions open for 2003: ___ _ 

2. Our committee is looking for the following skills/interests in candidates: 

3. Other comments: 
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Appendix 3: Sample Interview Grid 

BEHAVIORAL BASED OUTLINE EVIDENCE OF EVIDENCE OF 
NON-NEGOTIABLE CRITERIA DESIRABLE CRITERIA 

Demonstrated involvement in, and Youth /senior/ cultural diversity/ 
commitment to VISION, membership representative / 
MISSION, GOALS, and VAL- business representative / 
UES of Agency/ recognition community leader/ non-profit 
that board has ultimate respon- governance experience. 
sibility for affairs of Agency / 

Previous Board experience. aptitude for governance / 
will/hold agency membership / 
time commitment (preparation 
for Board, standing committees 
and ad hoc work, retreats, plan-
ning, leadership events). 

Opening: 

During the information session you 
received a variety of information and 
a package. Are there any questions 
or areas of clarification we can answer 
now? 

Specific questions: 

How does your experience fit with the 
Agency vision, mission and values? 

What are the areas of greatest satisfac-
tion you have experienced though 
your other volunteer experiences? 

Tell us about a time within your home, 
work, or volunteer experience where 
you have shaped policy and 
guidelines. 

What is your commitment to this type of 
work? 

Are you willing to do this type of work? 

There is a Board emphasis this year on 
work linkages within the community. 
What partnerships or collaborations 
do you have to make it stronger? 

Please tell us about an example of 
volunteer experience that reflects the 
type of time commitment we are 
asking of a Board member of this 
Agency? 

Tell us about some of your past volun-
teer experiences? 

Are you prepared to take out an annual 
Agency membership? 

Closing questions: 

Do you have any questions of us? 

(Describe the follow-up process) 
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