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Introduction
“My Journey” was inspired by a group of senior volunteers from the Boards Together 
committee (a local chapter of a provincial organization supporting non-profit board 
members). The group felt that leadership volunteers are hard to replace and people 
do not know enough about the roles that leadership volunteers play in community.

Most importantly the group felt that boards need to listen to senior volunteers  
and to capture their knowledge.

While this project was inspired by seniors, it was also senior led and managed. 
Senior volunteers directed the project supported by Volunteer Victoria staff.

Through a survey, focus groups, and individual interviews, this project captures 
and shares the knowledge, experiences, and lessons learned of a range of diverse 
seniors who play leadership roles in community as board and committee members, 
project leaders, mentors, committee chairs, and a myriad of other leadership roles.

This publication is a summary of the findings of the project. For the detailed  
report, please contact Volunteer Victoria.
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Project 
Methodology
Recruiting a group of senior leadership volunteers from the community to plan and lead  
the project was the beginning of the project. A Steering Committee was formed and supported  
by Volunteer Victoria Staff.

One of the major efforts and outcomes of these meetings was the development of the questions 
that formed the basis of our discussions with our leadership participants. The questions were also 
the main focus for the online survey that was conducted. The formulation of these questions was 
a vital part of the process. These open-ended questions stimulated discussions and revelations of 
the many and varied volunteer journeys that the focus group and survey participants shared.

Prior to starting the project sharing process, the Steering Committee undertook a preliminary  
focus group session to test the questions to ensure the questions would encourage participants to  
share their journeys.

There were three different methods used to encourage those in senior leadership roles to share  
their volunteer journeys:

•	A survey was sent out and almost 100 leadership volunteers responded.

•	 Five focus group sessions were hosted throughout the Greater Victoria area including James Bay, 
Cook Street Village, Oak Bay, Saanich, and Sidney. Forty-five people participated in the workshops.

•	Nine individuals were interviewed.

The same questions were used in all three information gathering methods.

A number of themes emerged from this process.
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The Questions
Four general questions were developed and introduced to encourage focus 
group participants, survey respondents, and individual interviewees to 
share their journeys and to share their wisdom from these experiences.

The questions:

•	What was the most memorable activity you undertook in your life as a volunteer?

•	As a volunteer in a leading role, what were the challenges you faced?

•	Based on your experience, what advice would you give on these topics:

•	Attracting the younger generation.

•	Keeping volunteers engaged over time.

•	 Increasing diversity in boards, committees, project leads.

Our focus groups and individual interviews allowed us face-to-face sharing  
with some of our participants. 

Our participants’ willingness to share their lifelong volunteer journeys was 
heartwarming and most participants were delighted to share their journeys.
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Looking Back

Most Memorable Volunteer 
Leadership Role 

The discussions at the focus groups, the respondents to the survey, and the 
individual interviews revealed a wealth of memorable experiences. When asked 
what the most memorable volunteer activity was and why it was so impactful 
the answers and story sharing were amazingly varied. The responses were 
so varied it is difficult to summarize the data into themes or trends.

It was notable that some responses dealt with feelings and impressions, 
others with a specific project or goal, and still others found it difficult to 
zero in on themes as they felt all their experiences were memorable.

Specific memorable experiences included:

•	Starting a non-profit and seeing it grow. 

•	Taking on the management of a community museum and 
finding that it was a steep learning curve. 

•	Supporting terminal patients in a local hospital was a specific memorable experience. 

•	Organizing a national conference and motivating others magnified 
this individual’s impact and caused them to stretch.

Some responses alluded to surprise or self realization of the level of skills and  
ability that the volunteer had.

“I cannot truly name one as they all had meaningful emotions involved but 
seeing work, hopes and dreams reach fruition gave me incredible joy.”
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Motivation to Volunteer

A great many of the respondents to the survey (nearly 45%) stated simply that they wanted to give 
back to the community. Many did not elaborate on how that looked to them. Some were more 
specific and spoke of such contributions as service delivery in the community, others wanted to 
help vulnerable people, build a community for their family, or other similar community needs.

Nearly 20% felt the cause, mission or work was what had appealed to them. Some spoke of  
having a passion for the cause, others were happy to support a good idea, and others felt the mission  
or goals of an organization were important.

Just over 15% of respondents made reference to an identified need. The needs ranged from a personal 
need to a perceived need for the entire community.

The Role of Others

The role that others played in each of our leadership volunteer’s journey was wide ranging –  
from network friendships to hands-on help and actively bringing anything that lightened 
the load to the task at hand.

Just over one-third named some type of personal support playing a role in their volunteering. 
Mentoring and encouragement were mentioned often.

About 25% said they were asked or invited to volunteer and take on their leadership role.

Just over 20% spoke about supportive environments which included other board members, task 
sharing, a collegial environment, and generally positive working environment of the organization.

What Kept You Engaged?

Completing the Task or Mandate

Nearly one-fifth of the respondents to the survey felt that completing the 
task or fulfilling their mandate was what kept them engaged.

Personal Satisfaction  “To be able to say we did that.”

Another 18% said that personal satisfaction kept them involved and engaged. Personal 
satisfaction ranged from a sense of purpose, enjoyment of doing hands-on activities, feeling 
that the individual had something to offer, and many other very personal experiences.

Making a Difference 	 “Seeing what made a difference.”

“Making a difference” played a major role in staying engaged (almost 17% of 
respondents mentioned this). For some it was the feeling of helping individual 
people while for others it was a sense of contributing to a larger community.

Concept/ Idea/ Cause “A passion for what you are doing.”

A number of respondents and participants felt that their motivation was strongly tied to the 
cause or the idea that they were supporting. A number referred to being passionate about the 
cause or organization, while others were more reserved in their description of their commitment 
to the cause or idea. But altogether almost 14% said they had an affinity for the cause, liked 
being part of an important initiative for the community, or had passion for the project.

 “It is important to make a contribution to your community.”

 “Part of being a leader is the ability to ask for help.”  
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Challenges and Lessons Learned

When asked the question “what challenges did you encounter?” the responses and discussions  
were quite varied. About one-fifth of the respondents referred to detailed issues such as government 
bureaucracy, poor leadership from employees, lack of education, learning on the job, and many  
other quite specific challenges.

About 15% felt that interpersonal issues had been a challenge, while 12% experienced difficulties  
in engaging and recruiting volunteers, and another 10% thought the work itself was challenging  
in some way.

In response to what was learned from these challenges, almost 13% mentioned learning skills related to 
human resource challenges. Comments such as: “it is important to utilize the strengths of employees” 
and “compensating shortcomings by recruiting board members with the skills that were lacking.” 
Related to this was the identification of individual volunteer strengths and learning to work with them.

Another lesson learned was patience. About 10% described learning patience in their leadership  
roles. Another 10% said that they learned to rely on help in some form. Comments included that  
“it’s best to gain valuable input from others when they offer.” Acknowledging the need to ask for help 
was mentioned. The underlying motivation for asking for help was seen as a desire to be inclusive.

Time management was also mentioned in about 8% of responses.

New Approaches

Participants were asked what they would do differently in relation to 
the challenges they faced and the lessons that they learned.

Almost 30% said they would not do much differently or not do  
anything at all differently.

Another 30% referred to their personal approach and their own personal actions 
or reactions as being where they would make changes. Participants spoke of: 
trying to be more humble and more motivated, to speak less and listen more, to 
be more open and honest about personal abilities, to be willing to have “fierce 
conversations,” to ask more questions, to volunteer at a younger age, and so on.

Communication was mentioned in about 7% of the responses. This included having 
more frequent communication with others, being stronger in communication while 
not offending, hold more group meetings, and maintain clearer communication.

Another 7% felt that there should have been more encouragement and 
appreciation of other volunteers. This would include the continued 
support of key people, ensuring constant recognition and small perks to 
encourage and keep volunteers, and spending more time interviewing and 
assisting volunteers so they have a clear understanding of their role.

“A reward isn’t getting a trophy or money, it’s supporting 
the community and young people, watching them grow.”
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Participants in the “My Journey” project were invited to offer advice to the leaders of 
today’s non-profit organizations on how they might attract, retain, and develop a new 
generation of potential community leaders. The following are some of their comments.

Make It Personal 

Almost one quarter (22%) of the respondents to the survey talked about 
reaching out or supporting in a personal way with such advice as:

•	Make them feel needed and welcomed.

•	Engage them directly with an open mind.

•	Select them and make a personal connection.

•	Communicate immediate results which is important to the younger generation.

•	Design your pitch to younger people.

•	Give them leadership roles and value their participation.

Relevant Tasks/ Roles

17% of respondents felt that relevant/ meaningful tasks or roles were key to keeping  
the younger generation engaged.

The advice on how to achieve relevance in tasks and roles was very diverse, ranging from relevancy 
on a personal level to the importance to community, and much more in between including:  

•	Give them a real voice and listen to them.

•	Focus on what the volunteer will gain from doing the role.

•	Make sure initiatives are meaningful to them.

•	 It’s important to persuade the target group that the work done 
is beneficial to them and future generations. 

Be Flexible

16% of survey respondents offered various advice on flexibility in regards to 
time commitment, roles, and other aspects of a volunteer’s potential role.

Advice included offering a variety in length of commitment, asking them or 
incorporating what works for them in time and types of tasks, and be flexible 
in the ways of doing tasks. The suggestions were numerous but being open 
to change and new ideas was the undercurrent in these responses.

Promote Benefits

About 15% referred to some method of promoting the benefits of taking on  
volunteering and specifically a leadership role.

The suggestions as to what benefits come from volunteering in a leadership role were in 
some cases quite specific and in others broad, and many in between. Suggestions included: 

•	Reaching out to schools.

•	Creating opportunities for skill development and leadership.

•	Having a variety of opportunities that increase job readiness. 

•	 Finding out what young people want and how to relate those interests to  your organization.

•	Explaining the rewards of giving back to the community.

•	Making sure you show your gratitude with rewards.

“Give them a real voice and listen to them.” 

“Need to create relevance.”

Thinking Forward 

“… people are more likely 
to work for something 

that they have some 
ownership in.”

Attracting and Engaging the Younger Generation

 “Don’t be entrenched in the way we’ve always 
done things. Get over yourselves!” 
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When asked what training and supports should be available to new leaders, 
the interpretation of what training and support meant to respondents of 
the survey varied but three major themes emerged from this question. 

Workshops/ Courses  
(external to organizations)

Training and supports are needed that tap into resources outside the 
organization that is being served. Some identified training needs included:

•	 Interpersonal skills development for conflict resolution.

•	Understanding financial statements.

•	Strategic planning.

•	Board service education, including governance.

•	Leadership development.

•	Grant writing.

Specific to Organizations 
(internal training and supports)

A number of respondents referred to specific internal training or supports 
that are needed to ensure that the appropriate skill and knowledge 
exists to support the mission and goals of the organization:

•	Succession planning.

•	Understanding the organization’s structure.

•	Understanding the organization’s mission and vision.

•	Values and culture of the organization.

•	Definition of roles for boards, committees and employees.

Mentoring/ Peer Support

About 30% of the respondents thought that mentoring and peer support are 
valuable in supporting new leaders. Specific comments include: support from 
other leaders (not necessarily within the organization), mentoring as a priority, 
senior board mentoring new members, and “demonstrate by doing.”

New Leader Training and Support 
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a Closer Lens…
To add detail to the broad landscape view of the “My Journey” project, 
individual interviews were included in the methodology. 

Throughout the “My Journey” project there was an amazing depth of community 
commitment and wealth of “wisdoms” that were offered. It would have been 
wonderful to include everyone in this section. However we chose to select a few 
individuals who were happy to share their volunteer journey with a closer lens.

The following individuals have played key leadership roles in community.  
To include the wealth of contributions made by these individuals would  
take volumes. The following are some highlights of their journeys and the  
wisdom they would like to share.
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Monte Wiederhold 

Monte got started in most of the organizations he’s been involved with because 
someone asked him.

“There are different motivations for volunteering including career-based, creative 
outlet, or something you knew nothing about but wanted to see it succeed.”

On encouraging younger individuals to join boards and take on leadership 
roles, Monte shared some advice. “Actively encourage the younger generation 
to join boards. Point out the benefits. If they’re looking for a job it could 
be a great reason to join. If they’ve used a service, they could join a board 
related to it. Remind potential leaders we’re not just taking from you, 
you’re getting something in return including expanding connections and 
experiences, self development, builds confidence, and many other benefits.

“It is important to remember as a board member that you often 
have control of people’s career and income. For example you 
impact many people’s lives including your executive, director and 
staff. Board members must also be aware of their liability.”

Some further thoughts from Monte: “There are rewards – it 
feels good. Volunteering can be a networking tool. You’ve made 
a commitment – honour it! People depend on you.”

June Preston   

June’s volunteer work started in Calgary. She was part of an organization, 
Canadian Girls in Training (CGIT). They learned leadership skills such as 
how to chair a meeting. This was incredible training and it got her started.

When asked why she got involved she said that in many cases, she was 
asked by someone to join boards or committees. She believes you should 
“just put your name in!” The networking opportunities were great. 

On advice to attract the next generation to take on leadership roles  
is to provide training. 

“I have so much passion, it’s hard to stop going!” 

“It doesn’t hurt to 
try something you’ve 

never done before!”

“You meet really nice 
people and make life-
long friends through 

volunteering.” 
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Nelles Shackleton 

Nelles started volunteering as a teenager at church. She says it was in her blood.

Nelles’ advice to recruiting and engaging the younger generation – invite them.  
“Ask them to come and help and be your shadow. Teach them your protocols  
and how to present themselves.”

Her advice to the younger generation is to follow your passion and volunteer  
to fulfill that passion.

“Just like people say, it takes a village to raise a child, it takes a village 
to build a project. Everyone has different strengths to offer.”

Lisa Gordon

Lisa feels that volunteers like her – who aspired to be leaders when they were 
young – are attracted to and stay with welcoming people, meaningful mandates, 
and good systems,with clearly defined roles, policies, and standards. 

Lisa has many suggestions for attracting the younger generation. “Recruiting should 
be an ongoing process and should be a regular topic on the agenda of every board 
meeting. The organization should be open to new initiatives.” Lisa also feels that 
beyond the cause, people have to like the individuals within the organization and 
share their values. It’s important to be specific and discuss where they might fit in.

“Knowledge transfer has value for everyone, but is particularly 
for younger people who seek to develop marketable skills 
and experience. Be there for them along the way.”
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B. BRAUDE

“Remember that this is a different world for the next generation. Build 
on the strength that young people work well with diversity. Give 
young people the power and the tools to make their voices heard.

“Engage young people meaningfully. Draw on interests and make use 
of skills that will enable them to help make a tangible difference, i.e. 
showing someone how to cook instead of just cooking for them.

“Promote the benefits from their perspective: discover what they might want 
out of volunteering. Match needs to interests – tell them why they should care. “ 

Braude recommends to Chairs that it is your duty is to ensure that everyone at 
the board table is heard. “If you don’t have facilitation skills, seek some training. 
Enngage and value new board members by asking them, ‘How do you think 
it would work?’ Welcome fresh perspectives and new knowledge. Listen.”

Ian Chaprin

Ian spoke of his volunteer journey as “getting involved” and did 
so for various reasons. He saw a need in many cases. Often there 
was a vacuum and there wasn’t anyone organizing.

The support of others played a large role in some of his leadership 
experiences. In those cases he felt others did the real work. 

On leadership in general Ian feels that the leader ideally should encourage 
people to work from their strengths and not just do what’s necessary 
to get the job done. “There should be some leeway behind it – find out 
what is fulfilling for the volunteers and know that everybody can’t do 
everything. Volunteers might need some supports along the way.”

One “wisdom” that Ian shared was that sometimes an organization 
has had its run and it will come to an end. “Everything comes 
to an end.” That outcome is okay in some situations.

On difficulty in attracting individuals to serve on boards and committees, Ian’s 
first instinct is that they’re not doing a good job of advertising themselves. 
“They don’t explain what you might do if you joined. The board or committee 
all know the importance of their work but don’t share the information 
and make it appealing for the individual. Enthusiasm and information 
attract individuals and encourages them to join organizations.”

“I had done a 
couple of kinds of 

volunteering…in the 
old days we didn’t 

call it volunteering, 
we just did it.” 

29
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Gayle Chapman

In response to what was most memorable for Gayle on her volunteer journey, 
she felt that working alongside really interesting people was a reward.

Gayle’s journey as a leadership volunteer in many ways started like other 
volunteer journeys. She saw a community need and stepped up. However 
in her case the need arose from her own very special needs and she 
recognized from this that these were needs not being met for a great many 
others. Her journey was tumultuous because of her special needs.

The journey to being a leadership volunteer can be on a personal basis full of 
success and yet be interlaced with personal tragedy. Gayle did not offer advice to 
the younger generation. Her journey and experience is the lesson learned. She has 
struggled with addiction and other issues but was able to lead and initiate a very 
valuable community service that has been sustained for more than two decades.

Andrew Beckerman

Andrew moved to Canada almost 14 years ago and volunteered for 
AIDS Vancouver Island as a reception volunteer. His skills were 
quickly recognized and within a couple of months he was asked to 
join the board and shortly after that he was asked to be President. 

Being recognized for what he would be able to offer at this level 
made all of the difference for Andrew. He was able to speak openly 
about being HIV+ and he could see the change and impact his 
voice made on others. This experience motivated him over the 
years to give his time and take actions that affected change. 

Andrew’s advice when recruiting volunteers is to listen and let people 
tell their stories, show compassion, and acknowledge individuals 
for who they are and what they bring to the organization. 

“Remain curious, don’t put limits on volunteers,  
and always be inclusive.” 

“I realized I could do 
just about anything, 

if I put my mind to 
it, [...] that I could 
do something that 
was life-changing 
for somebody, and 

particularly for me.”

“My agoraphobia was so bad I was terrified to go 
even two blocks from my place. [...] I couldn’t have 

done any part of it without that initial support.”

“I live better if 
everyone lives 

better”.
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Closing 
Thoughts 
From our focus group sessions the phrase arose: “Refirement not Retirement.” 
A good number of our focus group participants did not appear to feel 
they had truly retired. They had a great deal to offer community going 
forward and were enthusiastically tackling new volunteer challenges.

There was a great deal of enthusiasm in sharing volunteer experiences. An interesting 
unexpected outcome was that some participants said that as they thought about 
how they might share their journey they thought about their many volunteer 
experiences. When they reflected on their volunteer journey they were surprised 
at the amount and depth of their own experiences and accomplishments. 

Participants are also excited to stay involved with the next generation of leaders – 
to inspire them, to share knowledge, and to be mentors, peers, and colleagues.

No one believes that leaders “arrive” – they are invited, supported, trained,  
and given the tools they need to succeed where they are at.

Everyone believes that there is room for new leaders to shape community,  
to lead with integrity and to make a difference.
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