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Executive Summary

Volunteer Victoria was inspired to initiate this project after several organizations asked how they might
support an increasing number of volunteers described as ‘aging in place.” These organizations
recognized that the number of volunteers in their 60’s, 70’s, and 80’s is growing and they speculated
that their volunteers’ needs are changing. The organizations also recognized that their staff members
sometimes lack time, tools, and strategies to better support volunteers who have emerging and existing
age- and stage-related needs.

Having no ready answers from our experience or existing research, Volunteer Victoria decided to seek
local evidence based information. We sought and received funding for this Stage Based Volunteering
project.

Volunteer Victoria reached out to our community to recruit a Project Advisory Committee made up of
volunteers over the age of 50 to lead and manage a research project to explore two very practical
questions:

1. Who are local volunteers over the age of 50?
2. What are their experiences as volunteers?

The Project Advisory Committee broke into smaller working groups to design a survey and host focus
groups sessions. The project gathered information through:

¢ 11 Focus groups sessions with 52 volunteers over the age of 50

¢ 2 Focus group sessions with 19 volunteer coordinators/managers
¢ Surveys completed by 423 volunteers over the age of 50

¢ Interviews with 20 volunteers between the ages of 70 and 95

The project started in April 2016 and took nearly a year to complete. It involved more than 575
volunteers, volunteer coordinators and managers, and Volunteer Victoria staff.

Volunteer participants ranged in age from 50 years to more than 95 years old. Volunteers came from all
of the 13 municipalities in Greater Victoria.

The volunteers who self-selected to participate in this project shared stories of volunteering, talked
about their experiences and learnings, and offered feedback and suggestions on ways that individuals
and organizations can strengthen volunteer experiences.

Their stories and feedback were incredibly useful, relevant, and inspiring.

While there are many reasons why people volunteer, four overarching themes emerged for volunteers
participating in this project — building community, dedication to volunteering, self-satisfaction, and life-
stages.



Volunteering is one way to give back to the community. For some, volunteering is a staple in their life,
having volunteered for nearly as long as they had worked. It is one way to share skills and knowledge
while remaining involved in meaningful work. As one participant so aptly stated, “now that | am retired,
it’s time to give back with both hands.”

Volunteers also have many choices about how and where to give back to community. There are more
than 3,000 non-profit organizations in Greater Victoria and many other ways individuals can be involved
in meaningful activities and events. This means that there is competition for volunteers who have time
and skills to share.

While volunteers did provide feedback on ways that organizations can better support them, 71.39% of
survey participants were very satisfied or exceptionally satisfied with how organizations responded to
their volunteering needs.

Volunteering is an important value. Volunteering is not just another ‘activity.’ It is viewed as a value.

Volunteering was seen as a way of giving back and being of value. While volunteer respondents over the
age of 80 shifted their volunteering habits — potentially reducing the number of volunteer commitments,
volunteering closer to home in their residence or neighborhood, or volunteering periodically or in
‘volunteer alumni’ programs — surveys and interviews suggest that volunteers want to stay engaged as
they age because they value volunteerism.

Interestingly, long-term volunteers suggested that if an organization did not meet their needs they
would “just leave and volunteer somewhere else.” Volunteer coordinators shared their concerns that
volunteers would be isolated if they could not volunteer with their organization.

Volunteering serves as a social outlet. Volunteering is viewed as one way to connect to community,
meet new people and achieve a sense of belonging.

Some volunteers mentioned that they started volunteering to reduce social isolation after a loss or a
move to a new community. For others, volunteering is a fun and fulfilling element in their life that keeps
them engaged and learning now that they are retired or have shifted their employment patterns.

Volunteer coordinators and volunteers recognized that some individuals have volunteered with the
same volunteer partner(s) for an extended period of time. Some of these volunteering teams no longer
need or want the organization to give them instructions or tell them when to volunteer. Volunteers
considered this independence as both a positive and negative attribute. They noted that organizations
might experience difficulty replacing volunteers who work in small independent groups. Many
volunteers voiced concerns that organizations have not considered how they will replace volunteers
who are aging in place.

Volunteering contributes to personal development. In addition to being a venue to share their skills
and talents, volunteering is a way to upgrade skills and access new knowledge. The diversity of
volunteer roles available also contributes to ongoing learning and provides leadership opportunities for
volunteers.



Volunteering helps volunteers manage their health and wellness. It gives a sense of purpose and it has
become a hobby and/or pastime for some participants. Volunteering is viewed as one way to maintain
mental faculties even as some participants encounter physical changes related to aging. As one
volunteer stated, “my mind is active and young but my body is a senior.”

Through conversations with volunteers, we identified common themes and milestones that might form
a potential road-map for some volunteers. The themes are stage-based not age-based.

Stage One: Transition to life after 50 Stage Two: I've sett

eExcitement about discounts on purchases and services!

eChanging family demands (looking after children,
grandchildren, partners, or parents)

eChoices about work (retirement, re-engagement in work,
changes to employment)

*“| want to give back and | have so many options. How will
| fit everything in (travel, learning, hobbies, volunteering,
projects | have put off)?”

Stage Three: Choices and emerging needs Stage Four: Finding the right balance

*“| cannot do everything. | have to make choices”

e| anticipate personal changes (health changes, moving
residence, and changes to driving habits)

“| think about my physical abilities and ask for help if |
need it”

*“| am thinking about succession planning. What happens
when | cannot volunteer in this position anymore?”

Participant feedback suggests that individuals want to fit volunteering in to their lives, but there are
some factors that have a short or long-term affect on volunteering.

Meeting family needs. More than 46.1% of participants report that family needs affect their
volunteering to some or a great deal. While some volunteers adjust their volunteer schedules, take
breaks from volunteering, or use volunteering as respite from family caregiving, only 46.1% of
participants communicated their needs with their volunteer coordinator.

Changes to physical health. People of all ages experience health changes. 45.69% of participants
reported that changes to their physical health have some or a great deal of affect on their volunteering.

While some volunteers shared stories of the impact of physical change on their volunteering journeys,
many volunteers shared concerns about what will happen in the near future. “I anticipate the time when



| will not be able to walk several miles each shift.” Volunteer coordinators also noted that they adapt the
way volunteers work to keep volunteers safe. “We buddy up volunteers with someone who can help lift
the tray into the commercial dishwasher.”

We also heard from many volunteers recovering from illness and surgery who are now able to function
fully and volunteer again. “Look at me now. | had both shoulders replaced and | can move again.”

Interestingly, a number of volunteers suggested that they chose to leave a volunteer position because
during or after a health break an organization did not stay in touch or because they are able to do more
and the organization kept them “in their old position.” Volunteers were also worried that organizations
do not have plans in place to replace them. This was of particular concern for leadership volunteers and
volunteers who continue in demanding physical roles.

Moving residence. We all know that packing and moving takes time and energy, but did you know that
26.2% of volunteers told us that moving residence had an impact on their volunteering?

Moving residence means that some volunteers have to take a temporary break from volunteering,
change their schedule, travel greater or shorter distances to reach a volunteer location, take new driving
or walking routes, or change travel times. Volunteers told us that they are more likely to volunteer and
for a longer time commitment if they volunteer closer to their residence or have an easy commute.
Some volunteers sought out new volunteer opportunities when they moved residence to avoid having
to commute even by public transportation.

While survey respondents did not rate transportation as having a high impact on volunteerism,
volunteer coordinators and volunteers provided many comments to suggest that needs are not always
being met. Comments suggest that volunteers want more and better parking that is closer to the
volunteer location, more places to sit and rest during volunteer shifts, and flexibility so that volunteers
do not have to drive in the dark or in poor weather conditions.

Changes to the volunteer program. Volunteers shared that they have more to give and would like more
opportunities to be mentors and teachers. “I have a lot of untapped skills that | do not use.” “I have
been a webmaster for 30 years,” and “I could do more but | have never been asked.”

Volunteers wanted to be included in discussions about changes to volunteer programs. Many volunteers
felt that there was not enough dialogue about change and inclusion in decision-making.

e 36.5% of volunteers noted that changes to a volunteer program have an affect on their
volunteering



Recommendations
Language Matters. Project participants had strong feelings about the word ‘seniors.’

With only two exceptions, volunteer participants did not self-identify as being ‘seniors.” Discussions
suggest that volunteers do not respond wholeheartedly to recruitment efforts targeted at ‘seniors.’
Participants suggested that they align more closely with programs that use and build the skills of
volunteers — without reference to age.

Respect and Recognition. An organization’s environment and/or climate are just as important to the
volunteers as their reason for volunteering.

Volunteers are an important element in an organization’s culture. Volunteers may not have more time
to give, but they have untapped skills and knowledge to share and they want to be invited to share
these abilities.

Some volunteers revealed experiences that suggest that the skills and traditions of volunteers are not
appreciated, “Our organization asks younger volunteers what they want to do but they tell volunteers
what needs to be done.” Volunteers also identified a misalighment with programs where youth
volunteers partner with volunteers to ‘help the seniors learn new skills’. Volunteers felt that these
programs did not respect the knowledge, skills, and capabilities of individuals.

Volunteers appreciated an open and welcoming environment, where they can receive positive
reinforcement and be able to self-manage their tasks. Volunteers preferred organizations that are
accessible and capable of modifying volunteer opportunities to accommodate volunteer needs.



Volunteers actively contribute their skills, but they also welcome the acknowledgement of their
contributions. Volunteers agreed that feeling appreciated in their roles and by the organization is
meaningful to them.

Build a culture of check-ins. Volunteers wanted greater flexibility in volunteerism and regular check-ins
with their volunteer coordinators.

Volunteers articulated a belief that organizations have an ethical and legal responsibility to ensure the
health and wellness of their volunteers. Participants strongly recommended regular and more frequent
check-ins and safety reviews with volunteers as they age or develop barriers to participation. They
suggested that organizations must ask probing questions of volunteers regarding their ability to
complete tasks safely. They also recommended exit interviews when volunteers leave an organization.

Volunteer coordinators suggested that they do not have tools to measure how a volunteer’s physical
ability or memory may be changing. Nor, do they have the capacity to evaluate every volunteer on a
regular basis. A survey of volunteer coordinators in Victoria in fall 2016 suggests an average volunteer
coordinator/volunteer ratio of 1:182. (“The Interwoven Workplace: Paid and Unpaid Staff Working
Together” Kate Kerr) Volunteer coordinators suggested that volunteers have a responsibility to tell the
organization when they experience changes or need more support.

Communications and Engagement. Best practice suggests that volunteers and volunteer coordinators
should talk to each other on a regular basis.

Good communications help build trust and a shared vision of how to meet both the volunteer’s and the
organization’s needs. Currently 46.1% of surveyed volunteers talk to their volunteer coordinator or
organization about all their volunteering needs. While more than 71% of surveyed volunteers are very
satisfied or exceptionally satisfied with the response of their volunteer coordinator/organizations,
volunteer coordinators and volunteers, acknowledge that it is difficult to connect with all volunteers in a
meaningful way on a continuous basis.

One of most surprising findings was summed up in a quote from a volunteer who shared that, “once |
stopped volunteering, | never heard from the organization again.” Other volunteers echoed similar
themes and experiences. Volunteers want to remain connected with organizations where they have
invested meaningful time. Volunteers suggested that organizations have to strengthen their connections
with volunteers who have stopped volunteering.

Explore options. Volunteers at every stage of life make choices about where and how they volunteer.

As volunteers experience shifts in life, they look for volunteering options that more closely align with
their needs. Age is not the primary reason why volunteers stop volunteering. Our research suggests that
changing physical needs, family demands, moving residence, and changes to the volunteer program
have the greatest affect on volunteers.



While volunteer coordinators and organization cannot reduce the impact of physical change, family
demands, or moving residence on volunteers, they can explore ways to increase inclusion and options
for volunteers who age in place.



10



Table of Contents

o | ol oI [ | £ PP TOP P PU P OPOPPPPPPTIN 2
UL aTo T aT= g o Y g =T USSR 2
Acknowledgement and APPreCiation .......c.iii et e e et e e e s ertr e e e eatr e e e sertaeeeserraeeeeanes 2
EXECUTIVE SUMIMAIY ittt ettt e et et et et e e et et et e et ee e e e e e e e et e e e e et e s e e e e e e e e e e e e e e e e e e e aeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeaeeeananes 3
RECOMMENAATIONS ..ttt sttt et b e b e sae e st st e bt e be e s beesae e eae e et e e beesbeesaeesane e 7
TADIE Of CONTENTS ...eiiiie ettt ettt et e st e st e e s bt e s bt e e sabeeesabeesabeeeneeesaneeennnes 11

T 1 ageTe [¥To1 4T ] o HUU T T TR P PV PUTOUSRTOPS 13
V13 aToTe Fo] o} .Y 2SSO 13
Focus Group Sessions WIith VOIUNTEEIS ........c.ueiiiiiiie ettt e e et e e bee e e be e e e e eareeas 14
Focus Groups with Volunteer CoordiNators ........ccceeiiciiieeiiiiee et eeree e e eeaee e e ebre e e e ree e e e eareeas 14
VOIUNTEET SUIVEY FINAINGS ..eeiiiiiiiie ittt ettt e e e s bee e e s sbae e e s st ae e s esabeeeessabeeesennseeeeennseeas 15

RV o1 [0 gL ==Y ] o T =T ol Y- PSR 15
o YolU R €T ¢ o 10T o T o [T =43 RPN 18
Volunteer FOCUS GroUPS RESUILS ......cccuviiiiciiie ettt e et e e tee e et re e s e b e e e enbaeeeennreeas 18
SOCIAl OULIBL ..ttt h e sttt et e bt e s be e s bt e sat e et e et e e nbeesbeesaeesanenas 18
SEIVICE/GIVING BACK .. ..iiitiieitiieciee ettt ettt ettt e e tee e et e eetae e ete e e beeeeabeeebaeeesseeeteeessseestesenseeesaseeenns 18
Learning/ Personal DEVEIOPMENT ......ccuiiiiiiieeieecieeeee ettt ettt ste e v e e b e esteesteesteesaveeabeeabeebeebaenens 18
WWIINESS ...ttt et ettt e s e st st et b e b e s b s ae e sae e et e e bt e r e e saeesane e 19
ApPreciation aNd RESPECE ......uiiiiciiiiecciiee ettt e e s e e e e e e s ba e e e saba e e e srbaeeeenabeaeeenaraeas 19
OrganizationNal ClIMAT........ooicuiiie ettt e et e e e et e e e s ebteeeeebeeeesebteeaessteeeesaseanaesnnes 19
Volunteer Coordinator/Manager FOCUS GrOUPS.......ccueecueieeiueeeireeeereeeeteeeseeeeiteeesseeesseeeesseesseeesseeessseeas 20
VOIUNTEET INTEIVIBWS ..ttt ettt ettt ettt s b e s bt sa e e bt e bt e sbeesbeesaeesabeeabe e beeabeeeneeeneeeneean 21

B 1R o1 1Y (o o TP 21
The Perception of VOIUNLEErs @s “SENIOrS” ..o ittt e e e bre e e eabee e e e araeas 21
Volunteer Stages. Building a Roadmap for VOIUNTEErS..........ueeiiiiiiiiiciiie e 21
Accommodations on the Part of Volunteer Organizations..........ccceeeecieeeeecieeececiiee e 23
Responsibility to ask TOUSh QUESTIONS .....ceviiiieiiiieee et e e e e e e e rnrrr e e e e e e e eeaas 25

Are All Volunteers Treated EQUAllY? ..ottt e e e e e e e arrre e e e e e e e e eannnes 25
Stages of Volunteering. A Potential Volunteer ROadmap.......ccveveiiiieeiiiiiiee e 26
RECOMMENAATIONS ..ttt sttt et e bt e b e s ae e st e et e e sb e sbeesaresanesneereenes 29
RETEIENCES ...ttt st st e bt e e st e e bt e e s st e e s be e e s aeeesateeeabeeesabeesabeeeaneeesneeesanes 31



12



Introduction

Volunteer Victoria was inspired to initiate this project after several organizations asked us how they
might better support an increasingly large number of volunteers described as ‘aging in place.’
Organizations suggested there are emerging trends and needs affecting volunteers and the ways that
organizations engage with them.

These organizations recognized that the number of volunteers in their 60’s, 70’s, and 80’s is growing and
they speculated that their volunteers’ needs are changing. The organizations also recognized that their
staff members sometimes lack time, tools, and strategies to better support volunteers who have
emerging and existing age-related and stage-related needs.

Having no ready answers from our experience or existing research to support individual volunteers or
volunteer coordinators and managers, Volunteer Victoria decided to seek local evidence-based
information. We sought and received funding for this Stage Based Volunteering project.

In 2016, we worked with an Advisory Group made up of volunteers over the age of 50 to explore two
very practical questions:

1. Who are local volunteers over the age of 50?
2. What are their experiences as volunteers?

Drawing on the answers to these two questions, we planned to create tools and resources to support
volunteers and volunteer coordinators/managers.

Methodology

Volunteer Victoria reached out to our community of practice and placed an ad in local print media to
recruit individuals who self identified as ‘retirees, volunteers over the age of 50, older adults, or as
seniors.” We invited them to join a Project Advisory Committee to lead and manage this research
project.

The Project Advisory Committee members (n=9) decided to form smaller working groups to develop the
project. The first working group developed the research methodology, research process and timelines,
and research questions. This working group (n=4) designed a survey to provide a snap shot of volunteers
and their experiences and needs. Survey respondents (n=423) and other volunteers were invited to
participate in focus group sessions to explore volunteer experiences in more detail. Volunteers (n=52)
from partner organizations and other non-profits participated in focus group sessions. The survey and
focus group session participants reported being volunteers at over 226 unique non-profits. This
committee also planned to interview volunteers over the age of 70 (n=20) about their individual
volunteering near the end of their volunteering journeys.

A second working group (n=3) formed to design a training session for the Project Advisory Committee
members. Participants from the Advisory Committee (n=8) completed a 3-hour training session on focus
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group facilitation. Four members of Advisory Group members volunteered to lead focus group sessions
with volunteers and volunteer coordinators/managers (n=13).

Initially the project volunteers intended to interview a group of volunteers (n=20) between the ages of
70 and 90 who had volunteered for an extended period of time with one organization and had stopped
volunteering to get an understanding of their experiences. When it became apparent that we did not
have enough participants from the survey respondents in this age category we approached one of our
project partners and interviewed participants at the Cook Street Activity Centre (n=20.)

The research methodology included:

e 11 Focus Groups with volunteers over the age of 50. (n=52)

e 2 Focus Groups with volunteer coordinators or volunteer managers (n= 19)
e Volunteer surveys (n=423)

e Volunteer interviews (n=20)

Focus Group Sessions with Volunteers

Eleven focus groups were held in Victoria, Oak Bay, Saanich, Esquimalt, Sidney and the West Shore
communities. Fifty-two individuals (16 male, 36 females) self-selected to attended focus group sessions.
Focus group participants shared their individual volunteering journeys, and answered the following
questions:

1. What have been some of the changes in your life over the past 10 years that have affected your
volunteering?

2. How have these changes affected your volunteering?
Have you made changes in your volunteering to manage these changes? If so, what were they?

4. How have organizations that you volunteer for accommodated any new
circumstances/requirements?

5. How would you have liked organizations to accommodate new circumstances/requirements?

Focus Groups with Volunteer Coordinators
Two focus groups were held in Victoria and Oak Bay with volunteer coordinators/managers. Nineteen
individuals self-selected to attend focus group sessions. The attendees explored three questions:

1. We know that milestones have an impact on seniors’ ability to volunteering. (Our survey
suggests that milestones include moving residence, looking after family, physical or cognitive
health issues, new volunteering opportunities, changes in lifestyle, etc.) We invite you to share
your experiences with senior volunteers. Are their experiences changing and in what ways?

2. What specific tools do you use to measure changes in senior volunteers?

3. Our survey suggests that seniors are adapting well to changes in their volunteer positions and to
changes in the organizations where they volunteer. However, when the time comes to change
or end your volunteering journey with your current organization how would you like that
transition to happen? How can we make difficult conversations about volunteering better?
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Volunteer Survey Findings

Survey Respondents. Four hundred and twenty three individuals completed the volunteer survey. Three

hundred and ninety surveys were completed online and 33 surveys were completed in paper format.
Paper copies of the surveys were distributed to local senior activity centres to connect with volunteers
who may not be able to access the survey online. Volunteer Victoria promoted the survey through
Volunteer Victoria’s Electronic newsletter, on the Volunteer Victoria website, and through our network
of 300 local non-profit agencies.

The survey questions explored neighborhoods, age, gender, and volunteer activity level, and volunteer
satisfaction, barriers to engagement in volunteering, and how organizations could better support
volunteers to stay engaged longer or in different ways.

The survey respondents self-identified as female (83%) and male (16.6%.) This is not representative of
our communities.

Survey respondents reported living in all municipalities in Greater Victoria.

Victoria 29.2% North Saanich 6.7% Highlands 0.2%
Oak Bay 4.8% Sidney 13.5% Metchosin 0.2%
Esquimalt 4.5% View Royal 2.6% Sooke 1.0%
Saanich 24.5% Colwood 1.7% Other 2.4
Central Saanich 5.9% Langford 2.9%

The 423 survey participants ranged in age from 17 to over 95 years. In total, 292 individuals (69.03%)
were between the ages of 50 and 74, 124 (29.3%) were over the age of 75, additional respondents were
under age 50 and their responses (n=17) were not included in the survey results. (See Table 1)

Age Range Responses

55-59 22 (5.41%)
60-64 61 (14.99%)
65-69 109 (26.78%)
70-74 91 (22.36%)
75-79 80 (19.66%)
80-84 27 (6.63%)
85-89 13 (3.19%)
90-94 2 (0.49%)
95+ 2 (0.49%)
Table 1

Where do respondents volunteer?

Most survey respondents 211 (50.7%) volunteer in the municipality where they live. While 117 (28.1%)
currently volunteer in more than one municipality. Eighty-eight (21.2%) do not volunteer in the
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municipality where they live. The survey findings suggest that as volunteers age they change their
volunteering locations. 75% of volunteers over the age of 85 only volunteer in the municipality where
their live.

As larger numbers of active volunteers reach their 80’s and 90’s, we can anticipate that more volunteers
will look for opportunities closer to their homes. If formal volunteering opportunities are either not
available close to home or older volunteers cannot find the available opportunities, older volunteers are
likely to transition into informal, less structured activities. We know that older volunteers align their
skills , values, and abilities to the needs in their immediate community e.g. hosting daily check-ins with
neighbours, playing the piano in the shared living space to entertain their peers, or helping a family
member, friend, or stranger. At this time, informal volunteering is not well measured or supported
suggesting that the contributions of older adults are likely to be undervalued by community.

Three hundred and eighty nine (93.5%) of the respondents to this question report being formally
registered as a volunteer with one or more organizations. Respondents reported working with between
one organization and more than five (see Table 2.)

Number of Organizations Responses

1 organization 173 (43.5%)
2 organizations 134 (33.7%)
3 organizations 57 (14.3%)
4 organizations 21 (5.3%)
5 or more organizations 13 (3.3%)
Table 2

The 423 survey respondents reported that they volunteer with 226 unique organizations. The
organizations include faith based groups, strata associations, professional associations, municipal
government groups, human and social services, arts and culture groups, food sustainability and
environment groups, hospitals, and fundraising and volunteer groups. They also mentioned
international organizations and informal volunteering such as helping a neighbor or at a faith group. 18
(4.32%) of the survey respondents are not formally associated with an organization but they volunteer
in other ways. As volunteer age, it is probable that the number of formal volunteers will decrease.

Volunteer Hours. Volunteers reported volunteering between 0 and 10 or more hours per week (see
Table 3.)

Hours per week Responses

Fewer than 3 hours per week 145 (35.9%)
Between 4 and 10 hours per week 226 (55.9%)
More than 10 hours per week. 33 (8.2%)
Table 3.

It is interesting to note that 185 ( 44.3%) respondents volunteer more than they did 5 years ago,
whereas 154 (36.8%) volunteer the same amount as 5 years ago, and only 79 (18.9% ) volunteer less
than they did 5 years ago.



As age increases the percentage of volunteers who gave more time decreases and the percentage of

volunteers who give less time increases. Age was not a factor for volunteers who gave the same number

of hours over the previous five years. This suggests that individuals do not stop or reduce their volunteer

hours at a certain age, but that other factors affect their ability to volunteer (see table 4.)

Timeframe Ages 50-64 Ages 65-74 Ages 75-84 Ages 85+
More than 5 years ago 100 (52.63%) 93 (46.73%) 36 (33.96%) 2 (12.50%)
Less than 5 years ago 29 (15.26%) 31 (15.58%) 27 (25.47%) 8 (50.00%)

Same as 5 years ago

61 (32.11%)

75 (37.69%)

43 (40.57%)

6 (37.50%)

Table 4

Volunteer Experiences

Changes Affecting Volunteering. When asked what types of changes have affected their volunteering

over the last 5 years and how greatly each of the changes affected their volunteering, respondents

provided the following information:

Answer Options

No impact

Some impact

A great deal of impact

Family needs 127 (53.81%) 73 (30.93%) 36 (15.25%)
Change in residence 155 (74.88%) 27 (13.04%) 25 (12.08%)
Changes to my physical health 127 (53.81%) 93 (39.41%) 16 (6.78%)
Volunteer program changes 136 (63.55%) 67 (31.31%) 11 (5.14%)
Transportation 159 (79.10%) 35 (17.41%) 7 (3.48%)
Volunteering no longer meets 166 (92.74%) 11 (6.15%) 2 (1.12%)
my social needs

Volunteering no longer meets 158 (87.29%) 22 (12.15%) 1 (0.55%)
my needs

Changes to my memory, 170 (85.86%) 25 (12.63%) 3 (1.52%)
mental, or cognitive health

Financial 173 (85.64%) 24 (11.88%) 5 (2.48%)
Transportation 159 (79.10%) 35 (17.41%) 7 (3.48%)
Travel 125 (57.34%) 88 (40.37%) 5 (2.29%)
| have had no changes 172 (70.78%) 56 (23.05%) 15 (6.17%)

Table 5

The top five factors that had a great deal of impact on volunteering were very personal: meeting family

needs, changes in residence, changes to physical health, followed by changes to the volunteer program,

and transportation. However, when respondents provided additional comments they mentioned that

retirement, no contact with the organization, illness or death in the family, and changes to employment

were hindrances to volunteering.




It is interesting to note that changes to the volunteer program had a greater impact on volunteers than
changes to memory, mental, or cognitive health, travel needs, or transportation, suggesting that
volunteers and organizations need to pay attention to how volunteers perceive change and how older
volunteers are included in planning for change.

Volunteers over 85 years changed the order of importance of the items with the greatest impact.
Changes to my physical health, family needs, and transportation ranked as having the top impact on
volunteering.

The items that had the least impact on volunteering included the notion that volunteering no longer met
their social or other needs, changes to their memory, mental, or cognitive health (recognizing that some
volunteers might have been concerned that there would be consequences for identifying this impact
area), financial stresses, and transportation.

Volunteers provided feedback to suggest that volunteerism is very important to them. “I am very fearful
of the time when | can’t volunteer anymore.”

When asked how influences have affected their volunteering, respondents note that:

Answer Options Responses

| have adapted to the changes in my volunteer position and have stayed in the same 68 (17.3%)
volunteer position

| have concerns about my physical wellness or mobility that influence my 54 (13.8%)
volunteering

| have switched my volunteer positions to meet my changing needs 49 (12.5%)
| have difficulty getting to my volunteer position because of transportation concerns 15 (3.8%)
| have concerns about my memory or cognitive abilities that influence my 8 (2.0%)
volunteering

| am unable to volunteer at this time 5(1.3%)
| have lost interest in volunteering 3 (0.8%)
I no longer have time to volunteer 2 (0.5%)
| am not impacted and | continue to volunteer 278 (70.9%)
Table 6

Respondents provided additional comments that signaled that volunteers are impacted by the passing
of a spouse or an increase in care giving duties for family members. While these duties have an impact
on the amount of time an individual can volunteer, respondents reduced their volunteering
commitments rather than end their volunteer routine. A volunteer noted that, “Volunteering: it was a
life saver after loss of my partner.”

Communications and Satisfaction. When asked if they shared information with their organization about

their changing volunteer needs, a large number of respondents noted that they were communicating
some of their needs and changes (see Table 7):



Information Shared Responses
They shared information about all of their changes and needs 129 (46.1%)
They shared information about some of their changes and some of their needs 67 (23.9%)
They did not share any information about any of their changes or any of their needs 84 (30%)
Table 7

A number of respondents (=84, 30%) noted that they do not communicate needs or changes with their
volunteer coordinator/volunteer manager. In the focus groups, participants clearly articulated their
preference for organizations to take the lead on checking-in with volunteers and asking questions about
their needs and changes. Respondents suggested in their comments that they want improved
communications:

e “Often poor opportunities for direct communication with Managers of Volunteers/staff”
e “I made numerous reports to our board but basically feel that this situation is being ignored.”

When asked “to what degree are you satisfied with the volunteer coordinator’s or organization’s
response to your needs?” respondents noted that:

Satisfaction Level Responses

Not satisfied at all 5 (1.45%)
Marginally satisfied 13 (3.76%)
Satisfied 81 (23.41%)
Very satisfied 162 (46.82%)
Exceptionally satisfied 85 (24.57%)
Table 8

While the majority of respondents are very satisfied or exceptionally satisfied with the response to their
needs, focus group and survey respondents suggest that volunteers have spoken and unspoken needs
and issues that are not met or addressed.

When asked “In what ways might an organization best accommodate your needs as a senior volunteer?”
respondents suggested that they needed more or closer parking and better transportation, the need for
organizations to listen more to volunteers and better communicate with volunteers, the need for more
flexibility in schedules and times. As one volunteer noted organizations need to, “Walk your talk or lose
volunteers.”

Respondents commented on specific ways an organization could meet their needs e.g. by being more
aware of hearing impairments, noticing changes to physical abilities or requirements, or the need to sit
more during a shift. One volunteer articulated her feeling that, “Volunteers need to be woven into the
fabric of the organization, taken in and embraced.”



Focus Groups Findings

Volunteer Focus Groups Results

Focus group volunteers were asked about the changes they had experienced that affected their
volunteering over the past 10 years. Transcripts from the focus groups revealed four over-arching
themes: Community, Dedication to Volunteering, Life Stage and Self-Satisfaction. Within these over-
arching themes were an additional six themes:

Social Outlet

An emerging theme in each of the focus groups is that volunteering serves as a social outlet.
Volunteering is viewed as a way to connect to community, meet new people and achieve a sense of
belonging. Some volunteers mentioned that they started volunteering to reduce social isolation after a
loss. For others, volunteering was a life-long commitment, or a fun and fulfilling element in their life that
kept them engaged and learning.

Service/Giving Back

Focus group participants shared the common idea that volunteering is one way to give back to the
community - on a life-long basis or after retirement. For some, volunteering was a staple in their life,
having volunteered for nearly as long as they had worked. It is a way to share skills and knowledge while
involved in meaningful work. As one participant so aptly stated, “now that | am retired, it’s time to give
back with both hands.”

Learning/ Personal Development

In addition to sharing their skills and talents, volunteers agreed that volunteering contributes to their
personal development. Through volunteering, they can upgrade their skills through workshops offered
by the organizations where they volunteer. The diversity of volunteer roles available also contributes to



ongoing learning, and provides leadership opportunities. Continuous learning and having an opportunity
to share knowledge and skills were important factors to volunteers.

Wellness

Wellness was an emergent theme throughout the focus groups. Volunteering helps the volunteers
manage their health and wellness by reducing social isolation. It gives the participants a sense of
purpose and it has become a hobby and/or pastime for some participants. With regards to mental
wellness, volunteering is a way to maintain the participants’ mental faculties even as they encounter
physical difficulties related to aging. As one volunteer stated, “my mind is active and young but my body
is a senior”.

Appreciation and Respect

In as much as volunteering is about giving back, volunteers agreed that it was also about feeling valued
and being seen and respected. “You have to have recognition” especially since some volunteers
revealed that they believed that skills and traditions of older volunteers are not as appreciated as the
skills and abilities of younger volunteers.

Volunteers articulated concerns that organizations are not prepared to replace key volunteers. They felt
that there has been little consideration of succession and what will happen when older volunteers are
no longer able to take on large or significant roles. A number of volunteers were ‘anticipating the time’
when they could no longer continue to participate in the same type of activities or to the same degree
of participation.

Volunteers clearly articulated a desire to be acknowledged for their abilities and contributions — not just
thanked for their time. They would like to know that their contributions are worthwhile and appreciated
by the volunteer managers and the organization as a whole. The volunteers agreed that feeling
appreciated in their roles and by the organization is meaningful to them.

Organizational Climate

Volunteers made it abundantly clear that an organization’s environment and/or climate was just as
important to the volunteers as was their reason for volunteering. Volunteers appreciated an open and
welcoming environment, where they could receive positive reinforcement and be able to self-manage in
their tasks. They preferred organizations that were accessible — not only in terms of transportation — but
also in the organization’s capability to modify volunteer opportunities to accommodate volunteers. If an
organization did not meet a volunteer’s needs, volunteers would choose to “just leave and go
somewhere else.”



Volunteer Coordinator/Manager Focus Groups

Volunteer coordinators/managers came together in two focus group sessions. Nineteen participants
shared their recent experiences working with volunteers who are aging in place.

Volunteer coordinators/managers articulated their deep appreciation of older volunteers and their
many contributions. They noted that ‘Some of our best volunteers are seniors — they are the most
engaged.” One volunteer coordinator/manager noted that “my appreciation for the senior community
has increased dramatically — what they give is amazing. My ‘friends over 50” have so many skill sets and
they are brilliant at helping others.”

While volunteer management tools have made communications with volunteers easier, there was
consensus that volunteer coordinators/managers do not have time to connect with every volunteer as
often as they would like — particularly in organizations where there are multiple service locations and
hundreds of volunteers. Volunteers are also busy and they “do not always respond to volunteer
coordinator/managers.”

Participants shared that “difficult conversations happen with volunteers of all ages. HR issues arise and
have to be managed” but suggested that volunteers needed to take initiative to connect with their
volunteer coordinator/manager to share concerns and issues. This was contrary to the feedback
received from older volunteers who felt that organizations are responsible for monitoring change and
initiating check-ins.

While some volunteer programs have the capacity to host 1-hour interviews with every volunteer, exit
interviews, and have written terms and agreements for engagement, not all organizations have tools to
help volunteer coordinators/managers measure changes to physical abilities, memory, or to initiate



conversations that might be sensitive or difficult for volunteers. Volunteer coordinators suggested,
“Volunteers look out for each other and they will tell me if they see a need for change.”

Volunteer coordinators/managers also articulated a need for flexibility working with volunteers of all
ages. We have to “reposition volunteers” as their interests, abilities, and mobility change. We have to
“change with our volunteers and have alternative plans. We need to create new roles that are less
demanding.”

Coordinators/managers suggested that older volunteers eventually move into an “inactive stage” and
then “at some point the volunteer recognizes that they are ready to leave. “ Other
coordinators/managers articulated a desire to keep volunteers engaged with their organizations through
alumni programs, newsletters, occasional volunteering, or mentoring programs. Keeping former
volunteers engaged is not easy “particularly when there is not enough time to work with current
volunteers. “

Volunteer Interviews

After completing the survey and focus groups, Volunteer Victoria followed up with 20 individuals. The 3
men and 17 women were recruited from Cook Street Activity Centre and are between the ages of:

Age 65-69: 2 participants Age 75-79: 3 participants Age 85-89: 4 participants
Age 70-74: 5 participants Age 80-84: 5 participants Age 90-94: 1 participant

Participants were asked in one-one-one about their volunteering journeys. All of the participants
currently volunteer or recently stopped volunteering.

The Stage Based Volunteering interviews were conducted at Cook Street Activity Centre as a strategy to
connect with more volunteers of the age of 70. An additional interview was held at Volunteer Victoria.
Interviews lasted an hour with each of the 20 participants. The conversations generated themes that
were similar to the focus groups sessions with an over-arching theme being that senior volunteers are
more likely to volunteer and for a longer time commitment if they volunteer close to their residence.
Some seniors identified that they sought out new volunteer opportunities when they moved residence
to be closer to home and to avoid having to commute even by public transportation.

Another theme was that at this stage in their life volunteering journeys fluctuate. Interviewees felt a
sense of commitment to an organization that gave them space to deal with personal issues such as
travel, death of a loved one, or unexpected health issues. All of the interviewees identified that they
needed flexibility to take time away from their volunteer responsibilities and they wanted to be able to
return when they were ready. They also identified that while taking a break from their volunteering
duties they still appreciated being kept in the loop with the organization and/or a check-in from the
volunteer coordinator/manager.






Discussion

The Perception of Volunteers as “Seniors”

One of the themes that repeatedly surfaced is the perception of being labeled a ‘senior’ and the
connotation that being ‘treated as a senior’ has on individuals and the relationships between volunteers,
coordinators, and organizations.

With only two exceptions, participants in this study did not self-identify as seniors. When asked when
they first acknowledged being a senior, an overwhelming number of participants agreed that they, “do
not feel like seniors, have never called themselves a senior, and did not wish to be treated as a senior.”
Eleven focus groups with participants ranging in age from 50 to 85+ all disassociated to some extent
from the term ‘senior.

“Personally | dislike being lumped as While participants did not speak negatively of programs that

e \ feature the term ‘seniors’ in volunteer recruitment materials
a "senior" in need of special

. . \ it became evident that many participants did not recognize
consideration. All my life | have been yp ) P g'
themselves as members of a senior target market. “Society
told me | was a senior.” We did not ask participants in this

study to provide preferred or alternate terms to use in lieu

an "individual" with preferences,

strengths, and weaknesses. | still

p——

of ‘senior.’

Participants in this project offered various descriptions of themselves as volunteers including “active,
engaged, contributing, and skilled.” None of the words they offered is age-specific or senior-focused.

Volunteer Stages. Building a Roadmap for Volunteers

Participants identified a handful of universal milestone events to help build a snapshot or roadmap for
volunteers over the age of 50. The milestone events were primarily memory markers for volunteers and
included:



e Receiving the first age-related discount for purchases and services. This milestone is usually set
at an ‘age’ somewhere between 50 and 65 years depending on the vendor. Discounts are age-
related but are applied universally to all individuals. Volunteers viewed discounts positively.
Some volunteers noted that they liked appreciation activities that include gift cards, discounts,
and entry to events.

e Retirement, semi-retirement, employment breaks, or a return to work. This stage of life often
happens between the ages of 50 and 75 but it is not age specific or universal in nature.
Volunteers were keen to point out that this stage of life is different for everyone and evokes a
wide range of different feelings and actions. Some individuals noted that they volunteer with
their spouse/partner; others noted that they volunteer as an alternative to being home with a
spouse/partner. Many participants are balancing a wide range of commitments. They noted
that volunteering is a valued choice but it can be a challenge to fit everything into busy
schedules.

e Life-style changes such as moving, travelling, changes to driving habits, and other family
commitments that may or may not be ongoing and are not age specific. Some of the events, like
moving residence or the loss of a driver’s license, have longitudinal and significant impacts on
volunteering.

e Anticipatory changes to health and wellness. These were not age-specific and were not always
negative in nature. Many health and wellness issues were transitory, not progressive, and/or
not debilitating in nature. Others were impactful, significant, and/or critical.

We interviewed individuals who had stopped volunteering to get a better sense of why they stopped.
Several volunteers told us that they had stopped volunteering due to family commitments, significant
mobility issues, or illness and that they spent many months away from their volunteer position. Most of
the individuals eventually returned to volunteering, but many chose to go back to different
organizations. With time and perspective, some volunteers realized that they wanted to do something
else and they chose to change their volunteer locations.

Volunteers also suggested that organizations do not communicate well with volunteers who are taking
extended breaks in their volunteer activities. Volunteers mentioned scenarios in which organizations did
not stay in touch with volunteers ‘on-leave’, where organizations never invited the volunteer back after
their illness, or the organization made assumptions about the volunteer’s abilities based on their age.
Volunteers commonly referred to joint replacements and eye surgery as examples of temporary barriers
to engagement when the volunteer needed accommodations and time to heal.

“Look at me! | had both shoulders We do not know how many volunteers return to positions,
replaced and | can move again.” change positions, or leave the volunteer market place after

extended illnesses or breaks in volunteering. We can

" After surgery, | started volunteering . L
assume that, as more volunteers age in place, organizations

in new places. My former location .
P y and volunteers will need to have stronger two-way

never called or followed up with

y communication strategies and tools in place to retain

me.




volunteers and/or engage in personal or difficult conversations.

When survey participants identified factors that affect volunteering, three themes rose to the top:
family responsibilities, moving residence, and changes to health/wellness. These themes did not have
universally positive or negative connotations but they were acknowledged to have an impact on an
individual’s ability to volunteer more or less, or the factors were seen as an opportunity to revisit

volunteering activities and options.

Accommodations on the Part of Volunteer Organizations

While 57% of survey respondents noted that they have not had changes in their life that required
accommodations from their volunteer organization, volunteers report that personal obligations
occasionally take precedent over a volunteer’s commitments to an organization. Some organizations
have more flexibility to accommodate volunteers and some are better able to meet spoken and
unspoken needs.

Findings show that 30% of surveyed volunteers do not talk to their volunteer managers about any of
their changing needs and an additional 23.9% only shared some information about needs. This suggests
that large numbers of volunteers do not share enough information to be offered accommodations that
would be given to other volunteers regardless of their age.

Participants shared scenarios that require four common and different types of family-focused
accommodations. It is important to note that family commitments can have positive and/or negative



impacts for a volunteer and require a varying degree of support and accommodation. They include a
change to a schedule or activities that is:

e Predictable and regular and without the need for additional support from an agency (e.g. picking
up grandchildren from school, taking an elderly family member to a weekly appointment, etc.)

e Predictable but irregular, and usually with advance notice and little support from an
organization (e.g. spring break, a visit to family members out of province.)

e Not predictable and increasingly frequent that has an impact on the volunteer and requires
additional support from an organization (e.g. looking after a family member during a significant
illness.

e A permanent restructuring of volunteer activities.

Organizations suggested that it is becoming difficult to accommodate increasingly large number of
volunteers with special accommodation needs. One organization noted that more than 10% of its
volunteers now have special accommodation needs, meaning that 50-60 volunteers have requests and
requirements that need close attention e.g. volunteers with mobility issues that require help moving
from parking lots to buildings, health concerns, or early signs of memory loss. While volunteer managers
articulated a desire to support these volunteers, they also articulated concerns that they cannot do this
without additional staff trained to support volunteers.

Kate Kerr, a Master of Arts Community Development Candidate in the School of Public Administration at
the University of Victoria worked on behalf of Volunteer Victoria to develop a paper, “The Interwoven
Workplace: Paid and Unpaid Staff Working Together.” Kerr’s research explored the causes of conflict
between paid and unpaid staff in an interwoven workplace. In November/December 2016, Kerr
surveyed 36 local administrators of volunteer resources — more commonly referred to as Volunteer
Managers or Volunteer Coordinators. Her research revealed that:

e Twenty-four of the represented organizations had more volunteers than paid staff. Of these, the
average ratio of volunteers to paid staff was 10:2.

e The mean average ratio of paid managers to paid staff of the represented organizations was
1:10. The mean average ratio of managers of volunteers to volunteers within the represented
organizations was 1:182.

With an average of 182 volunteers for every volunteer coordinator, organizations do not have the
resources they need to connect with every volunteer and assess their needs regularly and in meaningful
ways.

While we did not evaluate volunteer management systems in this project (direct supervision, distributed
supervision, or volunteer captain system), the structure of a volunteer program may have an impact on
volunteer management effectiveness and the capacity of organizations to communicate with and
support volunteers with accommodation needs.



Responsibility to ask Tough Questions
Volunteers and volunteer managers referred to personal experiences and witnessed experiences that
were a result of changes to health and wellness. The changes were categorized three ways:

e Physical changes that affect a volunteer’s ability to safely lift, carry, or move. E.g. lifting a tray
in/out of a commercial dishwasher, walking 8km to inspect a safety fence. In most examples, the
volunteers and organizations suggested ways to mitigate risk and keep a volunteer engaged -
such as ‘buddying-up’ volunteers, taking more rest breaks, completing health and safety checks.
Theses mitigations and check-ins are not age-specific. It was strongly recommended by
volunteer participants, however, that check-in’s need to happen more often with older
volunteers — in the range of every 3 to 6 months.

e Changes that affect a volunteer’s ability to complete critical thinking or complex tasks.
Changes may be stress-related, signs of health challenges or medication interactions, or
connected to an individual’s memory or cognitive capacity. Changes to critical thinking is not
specifically age-related, but is more common in organizations that have large numbers of
volunteers aging in place. Volunteers and volunteer managers had differing opinions on how
and who should address and monitor these sensitive issues. Workers who support individuals in
their 80’s and 90’s suggested that organizations monitor ‘how many mistakes are made’ to
assess changes in memory health on a week-to-week basis. To help mitigate risk and reduce
stress workers suggested that volunteers have prompts and scripts, work in groups or pairs, and
take more frequent rest breaks.

e Significant and permanent changes that separate volunteers from their regular volunteer
duties. Volunteers and volunteer managers recalled scenarios in which volunteers are no longer
physically, mentally, or cognitively able to continue to volunteer on a regular basis. Participants
articulated concerns about volunteers who are isolated and for whom volunteering is their only
known social outlet. It was suggested that organizations ask volunteers to participate in special
events and activities, home-based volunteer roles, alumni volunteer programs or in roles that
are low stress, seasonal, or occasional to keep volunteers engaged.

Volunteer coordinators/managers felt that volunteers should step forward to discuss issues that affect
their volunteering. Volunteers clearly articulated a different message. Volunteers unanimously felt that
organizations had an obligation to keep volunteers safe and to ask specific questions about any issues
that had any impact on the health and safety of volunteers or increased organizational risk. Volunteers
recommended regular check-ins, improved and more frequent communications, and better
understandings of how organizations might support volunteers.

Are All Volunteers Treated Equally?

Volunteers in both the focus group and surveys voiced a perception that older volunteers are not always
treated with the same level of respect and/or inclusion as younger volunteers in their organization. One
volunteer noted that, “Our organization asks younger volunteers what they want to do but they tell
older volunteers what needs to be done.”



Another theme that emerged focused on the need for

“l have been a web master for 30
years. | do not need a youth to teach
me how a computer works. ”

volunteers to be engaged in activities in which they have
mentor, teacher, and champion roles. Volunteers articulated
that they are informed, connected, capable individuals who
“l want to be a mentor and use my have different skills to offer organizations— if they are asked.

skills”

Volunteers demonstrated a disassociation with positions in
which they are treated as if they are a client or a person who needs ‘help’ to volunteer. Volunteers
mentioned inter-generational programs that did not create equitable roles for both youth and the
volunteer and programs in which volunteers are singled out for needing rest, breaks, or assistance.

In some organizations, volunteers who age in place regularly become clients and the transition between
being a volunteer and becoming a client requires sensitivity. This was prevalent in organizations such as
senior centres, seniors homes and hospitals, and senior support services such as Better At Home. In
several examples, a volunteer expected special privileges because they were a registered volunteer —
such as having priority for seniors housing or food delivery. Volunteering created a sense of entitlement
and “expectations that exceeded what is possible.”

Stages of Volunteering. A Potential Volunteer Roadmap
Through conversations with volunteers, we identified common themes and milestone events that might

form a guide or road-map for some volunteers. The themes are stage-based, not age-based and are not
universally applied to all volunteers.



A large number of participant volunteers celebrated the milestone when they began to receive age-
related discounts. This was the only-age related milestone almost universally considered positive.

Volunteers at this early stage placed great value on sharing skills and knowledge, being of value in new
ways, and balancing a range of needs and experiences such as travelling, looking after family members,
and taking on new hobbies and projects. This was seen as a time of transition and experimentation.

In the next stage, volunteers settle into routines and activities that have meaning for them. Schedules
are busy but volunteers look for opportunities to continue to learn and to be of value. Some volunteers
said that they want to play a mentoring role so that they can share their knowledge and skills with
others.

Volunteers then enter an ‘anticipatory stage’ where they have no immediate barriers to volunteerism,
but they predict the need for change. Volunteers who have physically demanding or time-consuming
roles are particularly concerned about changes that will stop them from volunteering fully in these roles.
They are also concerned that organizations are not prepared with succession plans.

STAGE ONE: Transition to life after 50

eExcitement about discounts on purchases and services!

*Changing family demands (looking after children,
grandchildren, partners, or parents)

*Choices about work (retirement, re-engagement in work,
changes to employment)

*“| want to give back and | have so many options. How will
| fit everything in (travel, learning, hobbies, volunteering,
projects | have put off)?”

STAGE THREE: Choices and emerging needs STAGE FOUR: Finding the right balance

*“| cannot do everything. | have to make choices”

e| anticipate personal changes (health changes, moving
residence, and changes to driving habits)

*“| think about my physical abilities and ask for help if |
need it”

*“| am thinking about succession planning. What happens
when | cannot volunteer in this position anymore?”

The fourth stage follows the point at which volunteers make intentional decisions about how to make
volunteering easier, less stressful, or less frequent. Many volunteers will stop volunteering regularly in
formal positions and will begin to volunteer in informal or less structured ways closer to home e.g.
helping friends, families, and strangers, sharing skills and talents around their home or residence, or
playing ‘check-in’ roles over the phone, online, or with close neighbours.



It is also possible in this stage that volunteers will blur the lines between being a volunteer who helps
others and being a client who needs support from other volunteers and organizations.

Volunteers of all stages of life want to have a purpose, to know how they made a difference, and to be
acknowledged for their contributions. Volunteers want to be seen and to be useful.



Recommendations

Language Matters. Project participants had strong feelings about being labeled as ‘seniors.’

With only two exceptions, volunteer participants did not self-identify as being ‘seniors.” Discussions
suggest that volunteers do not respond wholeheartedly to recruitment efforts targeted at ‘seniors.’
Participants suggested that they align more closely with programs that use and build the skills of
volunteers — without reference to age.

Respect and Recognition. An organization’s environment and/or climate are just as important to the
volunteers as their reason for volunteering.

Volunteers are an important element in an organization’s culture. Volunteers may not have more time
to give, but they have untapped skills and knowledge to share and they want to be invited to share
these abilities.

Some volunteers revealed experiences that suggest that the skills and traditions of volunteers are not
appreciated, “Our organization asks younger volunteers what they want to do but they tell volunteers
what needs to be done.” Volunteers also identified a misalighment with programs where youth
volunteers partner with volunteers to ‘help the seniors learn new skills’. Volunteers felt that these
programs did not respect the knowledge, skills, and capabilities of individuals.

Volunteers appreciated an open and welcoming environment, where they can receive positive
reinforcement and be able to self-manage their tasks. Volunteers preferred organizations that are
accessible and capable of modifying volunteer opportunities to accommodate volunteer needs.

Volunteers actively contribute their skills, but they also welcome the acknowledgement of their
contributions. Volunteers agreed that feeling appreciated in their roles and by the organization is
meaningful to them.

Build a culture of check-ins. Volunteers wanted greater flexibility in volunteerism and regular check-ins
with their volunteer coordinators.

Volunteers articulated a belief that organizations have an ethical and legal responsibility to ensure the
health and wellness of their volunteers. Participants strongly recommended regular and more frequent
check-ins and safety reviews with volunteers as they age or develop barriers to participation. They
suggested that organizations must ask probing questions of volunteers regarding their ability to
complete tasks safely. They also recommended exit interviews when volunteers leave an organization.

Volunteer coordinators suggested that they do not have tools to measure how a volunteer’s physical
ability or memory may be changing. Nor, do they have the capacity to evaluate every volunteer on a
regular basis. A survey of volunteer coordinators in Victoria in fall 2016 suggests an average volunteer
coordinator/volunteer ratio of 1:182. (“The Interwoven Workplace: Paid and Unpaid Staff Working



Together” Kate Kerr) Volunteer coordinators suggested that volunteers have a responsibility to tell the
organization when they experience changes or need more support.

Communications and Engagement. Best practice suggests that volunteers and volunteer coordinators
should talk to each other on a regular basis.

Good communications help build trust and a shared vision of how to meet both the volunteer’s and the
organization’s needs. Currently 46.1% of surveyed volunteers talk to their volunteer coordinator or
organization about all their volunteering needs. While more than 71% of surveyed volunteers are very
satisfied or exceptionally satisfied with the response of their volunteer coordinator/organizations,
volunteer coordinators and volunteers, acknowledge that it is difficult to connect with all volunteers in a
meaningful way on a continuous basis.

One of most surprising findings was summed up in a quote from a volunteer who shared that, “once |
stopped volunteering, | never heard from the organization again.” Other volunteers echoed similar
themes and experiences. Volunteers want to remain connected with an organization they care about.
Volunteers suggested that organizations have to strengthen their connections with volunteers who have
stopped volunteering.

Explore options. Volunteers at every stage of life make choices about where and how they volunteer.

As volunteers experience shifts in life, they look for volunteering options that more closely align with
their needs. Age is not the primary reason why volunteers stop volunteering. Our research suggests that
changing physical needs, family demands, moving residence, and changes to the volunteer program
have the greatest affect on volunteers.

While volunteer coordinators and organization cannot reduce the impact of physical change, family
demands, or moving residence on volunteers, they can explore ways to increase inclusion and options
for volunteers who age in place.
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