






� TIPS FOR ENGAGING 50+ VOLUNTEERS 


FIRSTLINK®, Columbus, Ohio 
An important driver for older adult 
volunteers is the chance to build 
meaningful relationships while put­
ting their skills and experience to 
use. Responding to this need, the 
Volunteer Center in Columbus Ohio, 
FIRSTLINK, is working to develop 
team volunteering opportunities for 
this age group. One example of this 
work is a recently created technolo­
gy initiative run by a team of volun­
teers to assess the Volunteer 
Center's information technology 
requirements and capacities, and to 
build a system capable of meeting 
its growing needs in this area. 

To capture the time and talents of the 35 million people 
over 65, as well as the 79 million baby boomers as 

they transition from their primary careers and family building 
towards this new chapter of their lives, the menu of volunteer 
opportunities available to this segment must be significantly 
grown and diversified. 

A great deal of research has been done on what drives older 
adults and the baby boomers. From this research, three clear 
patterns have emerged. (1) These volunteers want to make a 
difference; (2) they expect numerous ways to do so; and, 
(3) they insist that these opportunities be professionally man­
aged with incentives that speak to their own personal and 
economic needs. Based on these expectations, meaningful vol­
unteer opportunities for 50+ adults can be designed by think­
ing of this segment as Activists, Consumers and Workers. 

1. Activists: Opportunities that Inspire 
Baby boomers came of age during a time that witnessed 
impressive gains in terms of human, environmental, and civil 
rights. And while only a percentage of the boomers were 
involved in the political activism and local organizing that 
defined the ’60s, an undeniable element of this generation's 
character is a deep desire to make a difference in ambitious 
and inspirational ways. 

As a result of the defining ethos of their earlier years, the 
unprecedented economic expansion of the past two decades 
and the affluence that has come with it, a large number of 
adults have been led toward activities focused on self-fulfill­
ment and self-realization. In “The 75 Percent Factor: 
Uncovering Hidden Boomer Values,” James Gambone and 
Erica Whittlinger note that 75 percent of boomers came from 
poor, working-class, family-run farms or small businesses — 
and feel indebted and thankful to those persons and institu­
tions that helped them along the way. Together, these attitudes 
and the focus on self-fulfillment have resulted in one of the 
defining characteristics of baby boomers: the desire to give 
something back to society. 
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Implications: 
Volunteer opportunities should be designed and 
marketed for mature activists who still dream of 
changing their neighborhoods, communities, 
and world. With the skills, knowledge and net­
works they have accumulated throughout their 
careers and lives, never before have 50+ adults 
been in a better position to effect social 
change. Programs should help volunteers imag­
ine how their efforts will bring about justice and 
equality and systems should be put in place 
that ensure that volunteers at all levels of the 
organization know and are passionate about the 
ultimate goal and purpose of their work. 

TIPS: 
� Don’t seek volunteers; seek activists 


working to propel a movement.
 

� Ensure that the mission of your organiza­
tion is clear and compelling and that your 
paid staff and volunteers know it, talk 
about it regularly, and understand how 
their efforts help to realize it. 

� Strive to increase staff and volunteer 
interaction so the two groups feel as if 
they are colleagues working to accomplish 
similar goals. 

� Provide volunteers the opportunity to form 
relationships that promise to make good 
use of the skills these men and women 
have accumulated over the years. Recent 
research reveals that retirees miss the 
friendships they formed with their col­
leagues while working together to achieve 
a greater good or common end [Mark]. 
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� TIPS FOR ENGAGING 50+ VOLUNTEERS 


2. Consumers: Multiplicity of Volunteer Options 
The 50+ population are sophisticated consumers who 
have come to expect an abundance of options encom­
passing everything from cereal to places of worship. 
As a result of the wealth of products and services 
available to them, they have an acutely defined sense 
of their own needs and preferences, as well as what 
they have to offer and spend. Moreover, 50+ adults 
are increasingly finding that time is their most limited 
commodity. 

Implications: 
The number of short-term and project-based volunteer 
opportunities that agencies offer boomers and older 
adults must be significantly increased. One-time volun­
teer events such as cleaning a park, planting trees, and 
sorting clothes at a food shelter are all excellent ways 
to introduce people to volunteering. But to capture the 
imagination and long-term commitment of this popula­
tion, project-based opportunities that reflect the high-
expectations of agencies and volunteers must be 
designed and implemented. Short-term research proj­
ects, community surveys, and carpentry jobs are exam­
ples of opportunities that yield significant results for 
agencies, and satisfaction for volunteers. 

TIPS: 
� Organize a half-day needs assessment retreat for 

your organization centered around the question: “If 
we had more time or expertise, we would…” This 
exercise can help you create a more abundant 
selection of volunteer opportunities that address 
the important organizational needs your staff can 
not currently address. It is also the first step 
toward realizing the latent potential of retired and 
transitioning professionals and helping staff see 
volunteers as a resource and not competition. 

� Draft project descriptions with clearly stated 
goals and objectives — but engage volunteers in 
designing the strategy for implementation. It is 
important to be as specific as possible in your 
organization’s needs, while being as flexible as 
possible in the management and design of 
volunteer opportunities. 

� Be single-minded in your promotion and marketing 
strategies. Target the specific subset of the 
boomers that you think will be most interested 
and qualified to volunteer for your organization, 
and remember that the quintessential baby boomer 
advertisement is short, snappy, creative, and 
alluring. 

� Design project-based volunteer opportunities that 
reflect the long-term volunteer involvement your 
organization desires. What short-term, high-impact 
projects can you create that will make use of the 
skills adults have accumulated throughout their 
work lives? Also explore job sharing and team 
volunteering. 
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3. Workers: Professional Volunteer Management 
Baby boomers are overworked and thinly stretched. 
Americans now work more than any other population in 
the world. According to the International Labor 
Organization, Americans added 36 hours of annual work 
during the 1990s and can claim 137 more hours of 
work than their counterparts in Japan and an astound­
ing 499 hours, or 12 weeks, more than German workers 
[Freedman]. 

Despite the fact that exhaustion from their work lives 
may be one of the biggest obstacles to overcome in get­
ting more of the 50+ population involved in volunteer­
ing, a recent survey conducted by AARP of workers over 
the age of 45 shows that almost 70 percent of adults 
plan to continue working into retirement. More than 34 
percent of the total sample said they would work part-
time out of interest or enjoyment, 19 percent said they 
would work part-time for needed income, 10 percent 
would go into business for themselves, and 6 percent 
would work “full-time doing something else.” Fewer 
than 30 percent of the respondents said they would not 
work at all. 

For those adults who are no longer working, social 
marketing research reveals that ‘retired’ Americans all 
along the socioeconomic spectrum cherish their new­
found freedom. However, when asked about their 
overall happiness with the retirement experience, they 
also express some profound reservations. In particular 
they reveal a powerful sense of loneliness. What they 
miss, it turns out, is not only a sense of purpose, but 
the bonds they experienced at work [Freedman]. 
Margaret Mark calls these ties “relationships with a 
purpose.” 

Implications: 
An important driver for encouraging retirees to volunteer 
is the chance to regain meaningful identity and rela­
tionships, particularly if combined with the opportunity 

to put existing skills to use. The trend toward early 
retirement, however, is shifting and tomorrow’s older 
adults are likely to be busier than today’s because of 
the many ways they have to spend their time. As a 
result, they will expect their volunteer experiences to be 
well managed and efficient. Moreover, considering the 
central role their careers play in defining the 50+ 
adults’ self-worth and identity, it will often be through 
the lenses of their work experiences that they will eval­
uate volunteer opportunities. Service experiences 
should be designed to be time or project limited and 
offer new opportunities to achieve the level of profes­
sionalism and respect that the volunteers had, or 
aspired to have, during their careers. 

TIPS: 
� Design and frame your volunteer projects as if you 

were engaging consultants or project managers. 
Playing an active role in setting project goals, pro­
cedures and timelines will increase a volunteer’s 
commitment to and investment in the work. This 
will also help to raise the stature of volunteering 
and help to de-stigmatize service as something 
done only by “little old ladies with white hair.”  

� Provide opportunities for advancement. Reward 
increased commitment and accomplishments with 
increased recognition and responsibility. Establish 
a volunteer track for people looking for continued 
and increased involvement. 

� Offer incentives. According to research conducted 
by Peter Hart, small incentives, such as learning 
new things, making new friends, and putting their 
career skills to good use, could double the older 
volunteer force in the United States. In addition, 

54 percent of volunteers and 48 percent of non-
volunteers would give at least 15 hours per week if 
they received modest compensations such as 
reduced costs on prescription drugs, education 
credits, or small monthly stipends. 
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� CHALLENGES TO FURTHER ENGAGEMENT OF 50+ VOLUNTEERS
 

There are numerous barriers to the recruitment of 
volunteers. Some of the more typical examples, 

which often hold true across demographic lines, 
include transportation issues, menial tasks, lack of job 
descriptions, and unclear impact. Of the most common 
barriers to volunteer engagement, three deserve further 
attention, especially as they relate to 50+ volunteers: 
time constraints, lack of promotion, and inadequate 
volunteer management. 

Time Constraints 

The availability, or lack, of time is still cited as the rea­
son that most people do not participate, or participate 
more, in volunteer activities. 

Volunteer Canada 

Increased care-giving responsibilities for grandchildren 
and parents, additional options for leisure, a busier 
world, and economic challenges are barriers to 
volunteering that many 50+ adults experience. As a 
result, “This generation will be seeking volunteer 
opportunities in which they can make a meaningful 
contribution, in a shorter period of time” [Volunteer 
Canada]. Project-based and time-limited volunteer 

opportunities will be necessary for volunteer agencies 
to be successful with 50+ adults. 

Lack of Promotion 
While the media, government officials, prominent 
organizations in the field of aging, and others have 
given attention to this group, not enough has been 
done to promote the individual and communal benefits 
of the civic engagement of 50+ adults. Due to its many 
demonstrable benefits, the positive message of volun­
teering will be an easy one to promote. A recent study 
by the University of Michigan indicates that people who 
volunteer may strengthen their overall health and 
longevity. The study found that older people who were 
helpful to others reduced their risk of dying premature­
ly by nearly 60 percent as compared to peers who pro­
vided no such support. The societal rewards can also 
be measured. In 1998, 15.6 million volunteers 65 and 
over gave approximately 2.7 billion hours of time at a 
value of $40 billion to nonprofit organizations and 
causes in this country [Independent Sector]. 

Convincing individuals that volunteering is both good 
for others and themselves is also not a difficult task; a 
recent study found that 84 percent of seniors who were 
asked to volunteer did [Independent Sector]. There is 
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one important caveat, however: focusing on a national 
call to service without simultaneously building the 
capacity of agencies to place, support, and retain older 
volunteers could be devastating. And the result poten­
tially worse: hundreds of thousands of volunteers “all 
dressed up with nowhere to go.” 

Inadequate Volunteer Management 
As 50+ adults begin to explore the role of volunteering 
in this new chapter of their lives, negative first impres­
sions could undermine the great potential for expanded 
civic participation in America. 

Citing her concern that most agencies don't have the 
appropriate volunteer management practices in place 
to absorb more “high-impact” volunteers, Mary Foley 
of the Volunteer Center of Manassas, Virginia reports 
that "Engaging 50+ volunteers in meaningful service 
opportunities is not difficult, but it is time intensive." 
Designing new volunteer opportunities for older adults 
and working with the volunteers to set project goals, 
timelines, etc., will demand an initial investment of 
staff time from agencies. Foley states, "This will also 
require additional resources to promote these programs, 
train local agencies, and tend to the volunteers and 
projects." 

Heart of Florida United Way, home to 
Volunteer Central Florida 
The Research & Evaluation Department at 
Heart of Florida United Way received a grant 
from the Winter Park Health Foundation to 
determine issues relevant to successful 
planning and implementation of vital volun­
teer and employment programs for older 
adults in Orange County. This research and 
planning project was conducted to help 
better understand opportunities and barri­
ers to meaningful service and employment. 
Recommendations that resulted from the 
project include: “One-Stop” Senior Coaching 
Programs, expanding Volunteer 
Management Training, Computer Training, 
and Employment Assistance Programs. 
Though an implementation plan is still 
being devised, the Volunteer Center, along 
with providing additional older adult volun­
teer management training, will be one of 
the various community partners involved in 
attempting to bring about this vast infra­
structure and culture change. 
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� CONCLUSION 

There are 35 million people 65 and over and 79 million baby boomers in the United States. With an unprece­
dented level of education, skills, and resources, a new chapter has been added to these Americans’ lives. 

Simultaneously, the infrastructure of nonprofits, which more than doubled during the 1990s, is threatened by the 
increased demands being placed on it, as well as dwindling private and public funding. 

With a solution for each of these challenges within the other, new and innovative 50+ volunteer programs can both 
add meaning and substance to this new phase of adults’ lives while simultaneously building the capacity of commu­
nity based agencies to solve serious social problems. From this recognition has sprung a compelling new vision for 
the civic engagement of 50+ adults. 

The Points of Light Foundation and Volunteer Center National Network, along with their many business, nonprofit, 
foundation, government and other community partners, are well positioned to realize this vision by: 

� Spurring local innovation 

� Replicating effective practices and model programs nationally 

� Promoting 50+ volunteering within their organizations and communities 

With the leading edge baby boomers rapidly approaching the traditional retirement years, the time to begin writing 
this new chapter of life is now. And while the cost of these efforts may be significant, the individual, organizational, 
and societal rewards will be far greater.  
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Behind the ideas and efforts toward building a better world, 

volunteers fuel a movement of compassion and connection. You 

can make a difference by volunteering right here in our commu­

nity. By sharing our time and talents to help others, you can help 

bring a sense of hope to our hearts, homes, neighborhoods, and 

ultimately our nation. 

Call or visit 1-800-VOLUNTEER.org 
to connect through volunteering. 
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