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I’m delighted to be here because my passion has long been connecting volunteer solutions to solving serious social problems – and that is what you are doing in your work today and when you get back home.

You are meeting at a particularly powerful crossroads for the service world.  

We recently finished a presidential campaign where both major party candidates took strong positions in favor of expanding service, and both appeared at the ServiceNation summit in New York just weeks before the election.

Today we have a President who has pledged to make service a cause of his presidency, and a First Lady who ran an AmeriCorps program and really walks the walk – in just five months we’ve seen her on a dozen occasions promoting service of all types.  We’ve even seen her volunteering with Dr. Biden at the Capitol Area Food Bank, hugging children at a community health center, building a playground with Maria Shriver in San Francisco, reading to children, planting trees with the President in Anacostia, and with her adorable daughters, stuffing backpacks with treats for children of members of the military.

Importantly, we’ve seen legislation enacted for the first time in 15 years to extend and expand federal support for service.  The Edward M. Kennedy Serve America Act is long overdue and represents a bi-partisan consensus about the importance of service in America.  In fact, it was conservative Republican Orrin Hatch who suggested that the Senate name the bill for his Democratic colleague – a gracious move that we all hope signifies a new era where service is above politics.  (Of course, we still need for Congress to fund the new Act, so we will need to keep the pressure on.)

Even Hollywood has joined in the excitement over service.  The Entertainment Industry Foundation has announced a new multi-year campaign to help make service and volunteerism a national priority.   Later this year it will launch an unprecedented campaign beginning the week of October 19, when America's favorite TV shows and personalities will shine a spotlight on the power of service.  Imagine the reach of this campaign – the potential of it to reach virtually every person in the country multiple times with the message that it’s cool to serve.  

With all of this attention on service, we have an unprecedented opportunity to change the way we solve problems in America with service as an important strategy.  

That is one of the focuses of Serve America – to move away from letting a thousand flowers bloom to directing service resources to specific challenges facing the country, including health, education, and poverty.  

Think about the potential for volunteers to help older adults live happier, healthier lives.  As you well know, our social services systems could easily be overwhelmed by coming the “age wave.”   Volunteers present a tremendous resource, but only if we prepare to make good use of them.  

Currently 60 million Americans volunteer – but with the new efforts to infuse service into American culture – we could see that number double over the next decade.  The organizations that plan and prepare for volunteers and work to make their experience a good one will reap the benefits of this resource.  

At the same time, the volunteer workforce is changing both in the types of opportunities that they are interested in and they way they want to serve.  Gone are the days of “least common denominator” volunteering – you know, when the task had to be something that literally anyone could do.  Many volunteers today are looking to use their skills, not engage in a rote activity.  

Skilled volunteering is a trend that holds great potential for nonprofits, especially those without the resources for to pay for professional help.  Pro bono service is not just for lawyers, but for PR specialists, technology experts, graphic artists, and many others who, like superheroes, spend their days toiling away in an office and perform great acts of public service in their off time.  

Actually, many companies these days are encouraging employees to donate their time even during the work day.  With the economy suffering this trend may well continue – I’ve heard of new lawyers paid to work for nonprofits before reporting to work a year later because firms don’t want to lose their recruits but don’t have enough work to keep them busy.  And a few years ago, when Cisco had to lay off large numbers of employees, they invited those they let go to spend time at a nonprofit as part of their severance package.

Here is another challenge – keeping volunteers once you have them.  Retention is a big issue in volunteering, with two out of five volunteers reporting, in one study, that they have quit a volunteer job because of poor management.  

Making the experience meaningful is an important strategy for retaining volunteers, as are training, recognition, and screening.  These good management practices can take resources, but they can lead to higher output as volunteers stick around for the long term.   

That’s one of the reasons behind a new program in the Serve America Act – the volunteer generation fund intended to increase the capacity of nonprofit organizations to engage volunteers effectively.

Fit is another variable that affects retention, and so another trend that may lead to volunteers stick around is the boon in online matching sites.  The most recent entrant, All For Good, developed by Google engineers, is the most comprehensive search engine to date.  It aggregates numerous other search sites and like other Google applications, can be incorporated into other websites, much as Google maps can be found all over the web.  This opportunity will expand All For Good’s reach and make it easier than ever for people to find volunteer opportunities that meet their interests.

Here is another trend worth noting:  people want to serve with their friends.  It’s a social activity.  It’s long been true that most volunteers serve because someone asked them.  Recognizing this, All For Good invites users to sign in with their Facebook accounts so they can invite their friends to serve.

Social networking means self-directed service is an important volunteer trend – and a challenge for the expert professional community to provide the tools that will make such service effective – things like “Do It Yourself” toolkits, online teaching tools, and “micro volunteering” ideas.  

With 250 million people having Facebook accounts, there’s a lot of potential volunteers and volunteer leaders.  Almost half of these people – 120 million – log in every day.  And if you are thinking this is just for Gen X and Y, note that women over 55 are the fastest growing demographic on Facebook.  

Volunteers are an important resource for nonprofits for another reason – the bridging social capital they represent.  Last October, my book, The Charismatic Organization, was published by Jossey Bass.  In this book, my co-author Deb Jospin and I examined a simple question – what makes some organizations so successful while others are worthy, doing important work, but struggle?  Why do some nonprofits have all star boards and super talented staff and great visibility, while others want them but can’t get them?  Why are some organizations charismatic – meaning that people are drawn to them - -while others . . . aren’t?

If you are really interested in the answer, you can buy the book at a discount on Amazon, and here is a post card to remind you!  But here is a quick preview.

To answer this question, we started looking at their leaders, thinking that charismatic leaders were the key.  But anyone who followed the fall of Enron, knows that charismatic leaders can be wrong, and lead everyone off a cliff.  In fact, if you’ve ever worked for a charismatic leader, you know the down side of this management style – choosing favorites, discouraging dissent, suppressing the leadership of others within the organization.

So that wasn’t the answer.  We then we looked at the management practices of successful organizations and found that charismatic organizations share some common qualities.  They have a compelling mission and can-do culture.  

They are data driven – particularly when it comes to measuring their results.  They are people-focused in their management, of both staff and volunteers.  And they innovate – an important quality that is highly prized by the current administration.  In fact, the Serve America Act includes a Social Innovation Fund intended to grow those innovative programs that are getting results.

All these core functions are important.  But so are a few others.  Charismatic organizations are amazing story tellers.  They engage in active outreach.

And they do one other thing especially well – they find ways to meaningfully engage people in their work.  That’s what hooks them.  That’s how they build strong and diverse networks of true believers who will use their own networks to help the organization.  In other words, they have both strong bonding and bridging social capital.  

So when you think about volunteers, don’t just think about building human capital.  Think about building bridging social capital – the kind that can get you on the local news or in front of the mayor or at a meeting with a foundation you’ve been eager for an audience with.

I’m working on a new book project – on the impact of service.  My publisher is eager to get it out this year, so I’m really rushing.  But I’ve discovered its already on Amazon.com, titled “A Nation That Serves:  How Volunteers and National Service Can Transform America.”  That’s not the title I proposed, but I like it because I do believe that volunteers and national service CAN transform America.  In part, of course, it is because they can do important work that needs to be done if we are to solve our most pressing problems.  

We can -- and should – spend federal dollars to make sure every American has access to health care.  But volunteers can help people navigate the health care system, coach them to adopt healthy behaviors and manage chronic conditions, or offer companionship to stave off depression and related physical illnesses.

We can – and should – spend federal dollars to give every child an early education.  But volunteers can read to children, teach parents to be their children’s first teachers, or hold a book drive to put reading materials in their hands.

We can – and should – spend federal dollars on energy conservation.  But volunteers can weatherize homes, encourage people to change their energy wasting habits, or install solar panels in low-income neighborhoods.

In short, volunteers can take on large scale projects that need lots of hands, or highly skilled tasks the market won’t pay for.  They can spread the word, educate their neighbors, encourage healthy behaviors, or tutor a child.  And they can be a powerful messenger – a peer, a person who knows the local lingo, a person you can trust.  

But of course there is another side that makes an equally compelling argument for service – the benefits to the server.  Studies have proven what many people already knew – that volunteering makes you healthier, especially if you are over 60.  It improves both physical and mental health, and provides greater life satisfaction.  This echoes a longitudinal study of AmeriCorps alumni, who, when compared with a group of individuals who applied to AmeriCorps but ultimately did not serve, not only stayed in public service jobs after their terms ended, but were actually . . . happier!

Behind these studies surely is the notion that volunteering counters the social isolation that leads to many negative outcomes.

But I believe another force is at work - the importance of purpose.  
Bill Damon, a professor at Stanford, writes persuasively about the importance of purpose for youth.  According to Damon, a key ingredient to a successful future is that a sense of purpose that fuels young people and propels them forward.  

It’s the difference between a child who drifts along and the one who seizes opportunities.  It’s the difference between a young person turned off by school and one who is there to learn what he needs to know to achieve his goals.

Surely purpose is as important for older adults as it is for young people.  And service is a fantastic way to help people of all ages find a reason not just for getting up in the morning but powering through life.

The Serve America Act recognizes this by expanding service opportunities for Baby Boomers, by creating Silver Scholarships and Encore Fellowships.

So is service about helping the server?  Or is it really about helping those who are served?

Before I answer that, I want to share with you one of my favorite concepts:  Time Banks, in which the server and the served are indistinguishable.  

Time Banks work like this: members earn one Time Dollar for every hour they spend helping others.  They can then purchase assistance using their earned Time Dollars, exchanging an hour of assistance provided for an hour of assistance received.  Everyone is both a client and a caretaker.  

So in Severna Park, Maryland, through the Partners In Care Time Bank, a seventy- year old woman drives a member to the doctor several times a year. She earns hours in her bank. When she realizes that her arthritis prohibits her from installing her storm windows, she calls in to ask for someone to come and help her. Two volunteers go out to put up the windows. One volunteer who performs the task donates his hours to an elderly neighbor, so that she will have "time in the bank" to call in during the week if she needs groceries. His partner simply donates his hours to the general bank for the program to donate to other frail seniors.  

"Often you can't buy what you really need," says Mashi Blech, a veteran Time Banker. "You can't hire a new best friend. You can't buy somebody you can talk to over the phone when you're worried about surgery."  But you can buy these services with Time Dollars.  

An evaluation conducted by the University of Maryland established that Time Bank schemes succeed in attracting people who don't normally volunteer, kept older people healthier, and fostered volunteer retention.  

So we return to my question – for whose benefit?  The server or the served?

Since we are in Minnesota, I feel compelled to quote our newest Senator, Al Franken.  He once said:  “When you encounter seemingly good advice that contradicts other seemingly good advice, ignore them both.”

But we don’t have to ignore either.  Service can help both the server and the served.  And the good news is we don’t have to choose.

Thank you.
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