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Nonprofits hope to tap in to baby boomer volunteers
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The baby boom generation is the biggest windfall of potential volunteers that nonprofits have 
seen in a long time.

But no one knows the best way to appeal to them.

This generation wants a
challenge, preferably 
something that draws on 
the professional skills they 
have honed over many 
years, according to a 
recent report from the 
Corporation for National 
and Community Service. 
Organizations are trying to 
figure out how to use 
boomers' skills and 
experience, while still 
finding somebody satisfied 
with sending out monthly 
newsletters.

Take Linda Giles, The 
61-year-old Oxnard, Calif. 
resident expected many of 
her volunteer hours to be 
spent stuffing envelopes 

and answering telephones when she started at Make-A-Wish Foundation of the Tri-Counties 
in Ventura, Calif.

Within a few months, the former teacher was drawing on her experience in education, 
administration and community involvement for her new role - scheduling speakers to talk with 
various groups.

"I've always kind of searched out places where those skills could be used," Giles said. "Not 
everybody has the same skills, and I thought if they could use what I have, I wanted to find 
someplace to do that."

She still makes time to stuff envelopes and make phone calls, because those are things 
needed by the organization. The Make-A-Wish Foundation chapter has three full-time and 
three part-time workers, and it relies on roughly 80 volunteers for everything else.

Giles' initial idea of what volunteer work would entail is common, but one that nonprofit 
organizations might need to shake up if they want to attract more baby boomers.

"We are in a state of flux in the volunteer world," said Marisue Eastlake, director of the 
Oxnard Retired and Senior Volunteer Program.

Baby boomers are actually harder to place in some cases because of the kinds of positions 
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they want, Eastlake said. Nonprofit agencies have to make adjustments to meet those 
demands.

"It's all so new, there hasn't been any tried-and-true method yet," she said.

Some community-minded people turn to Web sites to find positions that suit them.

"Many boomers are looking for active volunteer opportunities," said Marisa Lopez, coordinator 
of VolunteerVenturaCounty.org for the United Way. "Though some people are content to stay 
with the nitty-gritty mailing project, many are looking for projects where they can put their 
managerial and technical skills to work."

The study found that baby boomer volunteers tend to stick around if they use their 
professional and managerial skills. They don't if they're licking stamps all day.

Nonprofit organizations also are finding that many baby boomers are looking for short-term 
commitments that fit into their busy schedules.

Marcia Ortiz, 54, has been volunteering since she was 13. Even her job as the Ventura 
County area director for the Alzheimer's Association grows out of her desire to give back.

Ortiz said too many organizations don't tap into the talent of their volunteers.

"If I'm going to volunteer, not only do I want to do something that is going to be of interest to 
me and be rewarding, I want my talents and skills to be used," she said. "I want the voice I 
bring to the organization to be heard."

Such new attitudes come at a time when nonprofit organizations need more volunteers.

That's not because there's a lack of community spirit among baby boomers, but where they 
volunteer has changed. While religious organizations have held steady as the top choice for 
those from 40 to 60, the second place has shifted from civic, political, business and 
international organizations to educational or youth service organizations.

If people are volunteering at their churches or their children's schools, other organizations 
don't get that time.

Steve Sarchett, who volunteers at Service Corps of Retired Executives, or SCORE, said he 
often sees the same people volunteering in different organizations.

As for how to get more people involved, he said: "We haven't cracked that nut yet."

Sarchett said former executives come to SCORE because they want to give back and stay 
active in the business world. They like mentoring and conducting workshops.

"It draws on their experience," he said.

More retired baby boomers should mean more potential volunteers for SCORE, and it 
probably will mean more clients, Sarchett said. That's because a lot of people start new 
businesses after they retire and need some help. 

(Contact Allison Bruce of the Ventura County Star in California at 
www.venturacountystar.com.)
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