The vocal volunteer - a blog


21 March 2010 -Saying goodbye to a volunteer - there's a right way and a wrong way to dismiss someone

Dismissing a volunteer - also known as exiting, transitioning or sacking a volunteer - is rarely easy, and if not done carefully can cause considerable distress. Some volunteers have decades of association with the organisation that engages them, and have sacrificed thousands of their recreational hours in activities to support that organisation. Being forced to stop volunteering for the organisation can seem a heavy blow that appears to display ingratitude to the volunteer for all their hard work. Apart from the moral case, volunteers who have been treated poorly tell their friends and family about their experience. Word of mouth can affect not only the volunteer program, but also the credibility of the organisation itself. Moreover, the volunteer's colleagues may be upset and confused by the lack of transparency in the process, dismayed by the hurt caused to the volunteer and the loss of the volunteer as a team member. They may also be fearful that they will be subject to the same arbitrary process.

At Volunteering in Manningham, we promote agencies having policies and procedures that follow the National Standards for Involving Volunteers in Not for Profit Organisations, as these display a model of best practice in volunteer involvement. Here's a quick outline of best practice in dismissing a volunteer:

* The first thought should be 'what is the cause of the problem? What are the alternatives to dismissal?' Much of this depends on communication with the volunteer. 
* Follow disciplinary procedures to ensure everything is open and accountable. 
* If a decision to dismiss is taken, be clear and direct.

A rule of thumb in quality assurance is that a problem in an organisation has an 85% chance of being caused by inadequate systems, and only a 15% chance of being caused by the person or people involved. There may be deficiencies in the recruitment process, leading the volunteer to be misplaced in their position. Supervisors may be insufficiently trained in their role, and not offering their volunteers the necessary supervision, training and support. Position descriptions may be inadequate and role boundaries may be smudgy. 

It is very important to have adequate policies and procedures in place to protect the organisation and the volunteer in the dismissal process and to follow these in a transparent manner. If these policies and procedures are followed, then distress may not necessarily be eliminated, but it can be minimised. If concerns about a volunteer's performance are the reason for the dismissal, then under proper disciplinary procedures these concerns will have been previously raised with the volunteer as soon as they became apparent and a process of evaluation and feedback set in place to improve the performance. In this way, the volunteer will have been given an opportunity to make the changes required to retain their position and the dismissal will not come "out of the blue".

The reason/s for the dismissal and the process followed should be crystal clear to all involved. The volunteer should not have to be like the fictional gentlewoman detective Miss Marple, and have conversation after conversation trying to ferret out the truth, make connections from casual comments and work out what really happened and what needs to happen next.

Giving a volunteer no useful work to do or leaving them off the roster altogether in the hope that they'll "get the hint" that their services are unwanted and will therefore resign is definitely NOT best practice! 

Of course, in some cases a volunteer may want to leave the organisation, but hasn't felt comfortable in letting this be known. If proper procedures are followed, the volunteers can leave graciously, with no hard feelings and all dignity kept intact.

Volunteers are a great resource - in fact 70% of the workforce in Australia's not-for-profit sector are volunteers. If proper policies and procedures are followed, a volunteer who has been dismissed should in most cases be able to keep the memory of many happy years of service, rather than leave with a feeling of rankling injustice and the joyful taste of volunteering turned to bitter ashes in their mouth.

Interested in learning more? Volunteering in Manningham (ViM) will be holding a ViM Network workshop on equal employment and grievance and dismissal policies and procedures in August, with Hazel Maynard, Manager, Volunteer Training and Development at St Vincent de Paul's Society, as the skilled presenter.


20 March 2010 - Doncare and Volunteering in Manningham acknowledge support from the Bendigo Bank in the Warrandtye Festival parade

My banner said, Bendigo Bank proudly supports Doncare - building stronger communities. I was proud to represent Doncare in the Warrandyte Festival parade, and I held my banner high to let everyone see that Bendigo Bank has been most generous to Doncare and to Volunteering in Manningham, which is hosted and managed by Doncare.

There were about 50 other community organisations in this section of the parade, each with their own banner showing Bendigo Bank's support. The CFA's banner was displayed on one of their trucks, keeping us on our toes with its ear-piercing hooter and siren. 

The sun shone, the bagpipes skirled, the fire trucks hooted, the ancient traction engines puffed out smoke and the ponies clip-clopped along the road. The theme of the parade was "Warrandyte Dreaming" and one primary school had made a massive rainbow serpent, supported by hundreds of pupils. New to the parade were morris dancers; their ribbons fluttered and their bells jingled. Rather than wearing the traditional English white clothes decorated in green, these dancers were brightly costumed in black, red and white, the colours of Warrandyte's sports teams. Was this cooincidence or community fervour?


20 March 2010 - Community volunteering makes the Warrandtye Festival a celebratory event 

The Warrandtye Festival parade is always led and finished by a CFA truck from one of the three crews in this community: Warrandyte, North Warrandyte and South Warrandyte. The crews are greeted by the loudest applause, because everyone is so grateful to these stalwarts for the work they do protecting our community - and other communities too.

Warrandyte has a long history of community volunteering, and this is being continued by our young people. At last year's Relay for Life, almost one-tenth of the population participated in the events held to raise money for cancer research.

I understand that the Warrandyte festival is now almost the only community festival in Melbourne organised by local volunteers rather than by the relevant Council. When I arrived at 6.45 this morning to help set up a stall, bleary-eyed but smiling SES volunteers were already at work directing traffic - and looked as if they'd been on the job for some time. We've had one day of festivities and entertainment and another to come. The three bands that played tonight were sensational - the ground in front of the stage was stamped so hard by the dancing audience that it will be a wonder if grass can every grow there again. I have another four hours tomorrow at the sausage sizzle stall, but do this gladly because the money raised will help the local secondary school's music program.

This type of "event volunteering" benefits the participants- indirectly - because it builds a stronger community. It may not provide the feel good factor of volunteering to help someone who ineeds help and is unconnected to the volunteer, as in much "formal volunteering", but the volunteer can feel good about themselves through having done some community service and contributed to everyone's entertainment and benefit. Now to virtuously wash the greasy tongs from the sausage sizzle - not all community service is enjoyable - ready for another early start tomorrow. 




19 March 2010 - Multicultural Melbourne - Marvellous Melbourne

Last night I went to a performance at the Fitzroy Town Hall of La Bohème from Opera on the Move, sponsored by Henkells and attended by many members of the German and Swiss business communities in Melbourne. It was such a delight to hear German spoken all around me, listening to the different regional accents and to the distinctive sound of Swiss-German. (Manningham had a lot of early settlers from Germany, and this heritage is celebrated in our Schramm's Cottage.)


The Fitzroy Town Hall was built in 1873, during the propserous and optimistic days of Marvellous Melbourne, and is heritage listed as a superb example of the Free Classical Style of Victorian architecture. Restoration works were completed in 2007, and the building is ornate, majestic and magical. On a hot sultry night, being at the Fitzroy Town Hall in this multi-cultural gathering was a quintessentially Melbourne experience, even to the smell of draught beer floating across the road from the Napier St Hotel.

Add to this the thrill of being up close to highly professional opera singers (these weren't volunteers - were you wondering how I was going to make this link?), feeling my own body vibrate from the power of their vocalisations, and watching a superbly directed, staged and choreographed opera with such sublime music, and you can understand why I felt so happy to be living in such a vibrant city as Melbourne, with so many different aspects still to explore. 


18 March 2010 - Wonderful participants in Orientation to Volunteering session

In most months ViM holds a free Orientation to Volunteering session, where we talk about the rights and responsibilities of volunteering, as well as discussing volunteering in more general terms. Today's group of participants were mainly looking for volunteering positions and so we concentrated on this more than usual. When I looked around the room, what struck me was the wealth of skill, knowledge, wisdom, experience and goodness of heart these participants had and were willing to share with our Manningham community. 


17 March 2010 - St Patrick's Day thoughts

Being an Irish citizen, I'm wearing Green today, although my Irish grandparents were Orange and never once talked to me of shamrocks or leprechauns. Their Irish heritage was shown in their beguiling charm and their delight in language and paradoxes. 

My sister has kissed the actual Blarney Stone, but I didn't need to. (She probably didn't need to, either.)

Any link between St Patrick and volunteering is too tenuous to write down here. 


16 March 2010 - A volunteer brings the gift of speech

Some people find it hard at times to be assertive and stick up for their rights - even people who have been to assertiveness training and have an English vocabulary of 20,000 words or so. Imagine how hard speaking up for yourself could be if you found it difficult to express yourself clearly and didn't have the research skills to find out what your rights were in any situation. This could be something as simple as ordering a latte but being served a cappuccino. 


Citizen's Advocacy (Inner East) is a wonderful agency that matches people with disabilities with volunteers, who visit them regularly - say once a fortnight - and help them speak up for themselves.

I heard an inspiring story from the Volunteer Coordinator of this agency. She told me of a volunteer who was matched with a client - let's call him Neville - who was very withdrawn and rarely spoke . The volunteer didn't feel that he was helping Neville very much, but he persisted and kept taking him out for a coffee every fortnight or so. Neville was benefiting at a very deep level from this support and attention, but nothing in his behaviour changed for the first few months. Then, one magic day, Neville started to respond to the volunteer, briefly and hesitantly at first, but with increasing fluency. As the months went by and Neville's confidence grew, he talked more and more, enabling him to be more socially connected with the people around him and enriching his life immeasurably.

This volunteer had brought Neville the gift of speech - of speaking up.

What special gift could you bring someone through volunteering? Confidence? Self-esteem? Pride in their achievements? Mastering a new skill? Speaking up for themselves?


15 March 2010 - Volunteering his thinking power 

I have a friend who spends hours of every week volunteering. He has a regular weekly position where he provides a service to the community and mentors younger members of his profession. He's also a member of a youth movement, where over many decades he has volunteered his thinking power to help sort out thorny problems and find clear directions. I liken him to a bush-walker following a faint trail on a moonless night. Whenever the way ahead isn't clear, he turns the powerful beam of his head-torch onto the track before him and examines the path from all angles, pondering on what conclusions he can draw from the bush signs. Then he walks on with confidence until the trail becomes faint again, when down goes the searchlight and on goes the thinking cap. 

This friend is a willing hand with a vacuum cleaner and a tea-towel, but his greatest gift is the many hours of high-level thinking time he devotes to the organisation. 

Volunteers can contribute in so many different ways!


12 March 2010 If I were a retired Manningham male with time on my hands...


Where are all the wonderful older male volunteers? At Volunteering in Manningham, only a quarter of the retired people who approach us looking for volunteering opportunities are men. 

Perhaps some older men think that there is only a need for their help in the community services or aged care sector where they may not feel so comfortable. But in fact there are hundreds of exciting opportunities to volunteer in other sectors, such as education, sport and recreation, gardening and outdoor activities - the list goes on. 

If I were a retired man in Manningham and wanted to enrich my life and improve my health by volunteering, here are some of the things I'd do:

* Share my wisdom and life skills by mentoring a young person

* Be in a men's only environment and potter around working with wood and metal in the Men's Shed [I wish there were a Women's Shed that smelt so tantalisingly of sawdust - ed.]

* Use my managerial and business skills by being on a committee of management of a school or community group.

* Enrol under Golden Guru, Oxfam SkillShare or other de bono programs to put the skills I'd acquired in my working life to use in the community (and to keep my skills up to date)

* Enrol as a member in the ManninghamU3A, attend as many classes as I could and make many new friends. Of course, I'd have to volunteer - the organisation is run entirely by volunteers - but I'd choose a role that I really enjoyed - or else I might give myself a challenge and choose a role that was entirely new to me and learn some skills.

* Help out at my grandchildren's school/kinder/playgroup, for example, doing reading with the little ones; helping at school productions; and organising and helping at working bees or with fundraising.

* Help out at the community groups my family was involved in - from keeping statistics at the local basketball club to being on the maintenance roster at a taekwondo club.

* Pursue one of my passions and help disabled sailing at the Sugarloaf Sailing Club. (Did you know that one young member of the Club is a world champion in disabled sailing?) 

* Pursue another passion and take children camping for Wesley's Kids Under Canvas scheme. I love seeing children's eyes shining the first time they eat an apple they've roasted in a campfire. I enjoy showing them how to put up a tent and sharing my other outdoor skills with them. The children in this program might otherwise never know the quiet pleasure of going to sleep in the bush, with just the occasional "swish" as an owl swoops over their tent. (Not to mention the smug self-satisfaction that comes from always being able to find your torch, which you keep under your pillow, while your fellow campers lose theirs and grope around in the dark.)

* Be a home tutor in English or help children at a homework club.

* Offer my services to a neighbourhood house as a volunteer tutor in a subject I love and know quite a lot about, such as digital photography, or family genealogy.

* Be a virtual volunteer and spend my time online helping others. I might help by editing the newsletter and marketing materials of a local community group. Or I might sit in my home office and write funding submissions for a dairy co-operative in Tanzania, or do online book-keeping for a village project in East Timor.

* Get involved in a neighbourhood project, such as revegetating a river bank or weeding a wildflower reserve.

* Be the moderator for a telelink gardening discussion group. Wesley DoCare runs telephone conferencing calls programs, enabling housebound people to have the pleasure of a conversation in a group.

* Volunteer at Kevin Heinze Garden Centre and enjoy watching the plants and the clients grow in this beautiful environment

* Be a "grandfather" in the Extended Families program to a child who could do with the special care that only a grandfather can give [I could have done with three grandfathers ed.]

* Host the weekly rehearsals of my community choir at my house, so that our artistic director can get on with the job that she does best: choosing great music for us to sing and coaching our voices so that we'll bring pleasure to others as well as ourselves.

These are just a few of the multitude of opportunities for retired men to volunteer in our community and to benefit everyone with their skills, knowledge and wisdom. 



10 March 2010 - Determined to have FUN while volunteering, no matter what!

His face is narrow, but his smile is so wide the ends of his mouth meet at the back of his head. This volunteer is a SMILER and determined to have FUN, no matter what! 

I had first seen him in action some years ago. He light-heartedly dealt with a blocked toilet. He kept light-hearted when working out contingency plans for dealing with 126 blocked toilets. Plans for what to do if they all got blocked at the same time just produced a bigger smile and some outrageous puns. His good humour was infectious, and helped people enjoy a planning meeting that could otherwise have been tedious and dry. 

I think his volunteer job description included: 
* Get the job done, but make sure you have a good time doing it
* Share your good humour and sense of fun
* Be the life and soul of the party"
* Make volunteering a delight for yourself and your fellow volunteers.


7 March 2010 - How many shopping trolleys did you kids remove from the creek on Clean Up Australia Day?

Our local Scout Group participated in Clean Up Australia Day last weekend, cleaning the bush around our hall. Most of us wore old clothes, but some of the Scouts came in their smart uniforms. This didn't stop some from getting into the nearby creek, which was running high from the recent rains, and hauling out FIVE shopping trolleys they found there. Each one needed to be manoeuvured across the flowing creek and then hauled up the steep bank with a rope - lots of practice tying bowlines, the queen of knots. The Scouts were dripping, filthy, and triumphant. 

I laughed when one young Scout staggered out of the bush laden with a pink toilet bowl. My own rubbish bag didn't contain anything more interesting than rubber bands and broken glass. 

There was great excitement when some Scouts found a cubby that had been used for nefarious purposes. The setting was delightful - nestled in the bush and overlooking the stream - and the cubby had sheltered its users from wind, rain and sun. But it was littered with empty bottles and drug paraphenalia, and the Scouts took great pleasure in pulling it to pieces and making sure that the building materials were removed from the site. 

We were all energised knowing that while we were doing our bit, tens of thousands of other volunteers all around Australia were cleaning up rubbish and keeping our country beautiful - every action counts.

(We learned later that about 588,000 volunteers took to their streets, parks, beaches and waterways on Clean Up Australia Day, removing more than 15,560 tonnes of rubbish from 7,073 registered sites across the country.) 



6 March 2010 - Volunteers pursuing their passion

The rain and the lightning didn't stop the volunteers on Melbourne's tall ship Enterprize from having a great time when I sailed on her this afternoon. They showed me how to hoist a sail and coil a line (on a sailing boat, there are sheets and lines, but only one rope: the bell-rope). The volunteers I spoke to must have heard all my questions before, but they answered me courteously, their enthusiasm for their volunteering roles brightening the gloomy day.


If you love the magic of old sailing boats - if you fancy yourself as a better-looking Captain Hornblower - then what better volunteering role than to crew on this ship, and haul the sails up and down yourself. "Ready to go about." "Bear away." "Mind the boom." I think the volunteers on the Entreprize must need to pinch themselves sometimes to remember that the year is 2010, not 1835. They're a very happy crew. 


4 March 2010 - The volunteer with the infectious smile

There's a volunteer I know who has the most infectious smile. When he walks into the office, I feel happier the moment I see him. He does heaps of volunteering - it's almost a full-time job. When this wonderful volunteer comes to collect an elderly person and take them to a social outing, he gives them the gifts of his smile and his cheery chatter as well as of his time. He also volunteers using his fine brain and business skills, livening up all the meetings he goes to with his smile. Such a small gift to give, but one that has a huge impact. 
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