Civic Engagement/Volunteer Opportunities

As Marc Freedman has often asserted: “Seniors are our only expanding natural resource.”  The benefits of civic engagement to both seniors and to their communities of their engagement have been well documented.  A study by John Hopkins found that social connection is more important than diet or exercise for well-being in later life.

The National Association of Area Agencies on Aging  “Blue Print for Action – Developing Livable Communities for all Ages” points out: “A livable community for all ages engages older adults in meaningful work for the common good… community-wide collaborations count older individual as core leaders; intergenerational connections are routine: older adults function in their communities as mentors, tutors, coaches…..as well as in other roles that benefit children and youth.”

The 2005 White House Conference on Aging called for “A National Strategy for Providing New and Meaningful Volunteer Activities and Civic Engagement for Current and Future Seniors.” Among the actions identified to be undertaken under this resolution were: 

1) Provide tax credits for volunteer time and expenses; 

2) Fund “Silver Scholarships” a $1,000 tax-free transferable education award for older adults who serve 600+ hours per year; 

3) Seniors Centers should offer transition planning programs and pilot projects through Title IV grants; 

4) Eliminate volunteer driver liability to encourage more volunteers to provide transportation; 

5) Provide subsidies, tax credits and other incentives to encourage the business community to expand and reward volunteer opportunities for their employees and retirees. 

LEGGETT TRANSITION REPORT

“Ensuring Vital Living for All of Our Residents” (this can be achieved in part through increased civic engagement of our seniors)

“Preparing Children to Live and Learn” (this can be achieved in part through increase in intergenerational programs)

ACTIONS TO ASSIST SENIORS:
1.  Increase opportunities for meaningful engagement.  In addition to the ongoing RSVP program which has enrolled over 800 seniors, the Montgomery County Volunteer Center has established a Pro Bono program which provides volunteer consultants with special skills to non-profit and government agencies.

Pro Bono consultants have designed and updated volunteers handbooks and employee procedures for Bethesda Cares, and Hospice Caring. Consultants with database experience have assisted in automating systems to improve organizational efficient for Stepping Stones Shelter and Meals on Wheels Takoma Park. Consultants with management/strategic planning skills have improved operations at the Mental Health Association.

The Senior Leadership Montgomery and Legacy Leadership Programs offer opportunities for engaging citizens in community affairs.

2. Barriers to increasing volunteerism.  Barriers to increasing volunteerism for those 50-60 include work commitments and a “personal schedule too full”. Baby boomers are less likely to volunteer out of a sense of duty or obligation and more for self-development and self-esteem. They like to be with people they enjoy and make use of their existing skills. The barriers to those over 75 are health and disability.
To address these barriers it is suggested that there be appeals to boomers self-interest and volunteering as a social, beneficial and enjoyable experience. Solutions include workplace volunteering, informal, family, episodic, weekend and evening volunteering. In short, flexible scheduling is highly desirable.  Low income persons may be drawn to volunteer opportunities by stipends and prescription drug discounts, for example. The internet as a matching device is proving increasingly useful.

3. Best practices.  Legacy Leadership Institutes (University of Maryland) illustrates how attention to language makes a critical difference in attracting high caliber, committed adults.  “Legacy”=giving back and “Leadership” highlights the type of opportunities participants are seeking, i.e. meaningful roles. “Institutes” underscores the partnership with higher education and suggests a well-designed and executed approach to learning.
Greater Philadelphia Coming of Age Initiative represents a powerful partnership between the volunteer center, local PBS, Temple University and local foundations.  This provides resources which allowed them to start with a big event, website launch and maintain a weekly email, which is an excellent tool listing volunteer opportunities sent to an extensive list.
Hands on Portland (local volunteer center) is part of a local initiative, Life by Design Northwest, which includes such partners as Portland Community College, Portland State University, Oregon Public Broadcasting, Child and Family Services and County Libraries. Partners provide a website, office space and structure for offering classes, model workplace redesign combining traditional paid employment with volunteers and stipend employee roles, training and service learning sites.       
Volunteer Center of Maricopa County (Arizona) collaborated with the national Executive Service Corps to begin the Executive Service Corp of Maricopa, placing retired senior-level executives in short-term consultant positions at nonprofits. The nonprofits pay a modest fee which help fund the program. The Volunteer Center is seeking to expand the program to include Capacity Stewards-stipend volunteers who implement the plans developed by the Service Corp volunteers. The Volunteer Center contracts with the nonprofits for the service and provides support and training for Capacity Stewards and agency staff.
4. Increase opportunities for intergenerational programs.  Interages, a non-profit organization supported by the Department of Health and Human Services and the Board of Education, engage over 250 senior volunteers;

Oasis provides tutors to MCPS; Easter Seal will be opening the Weinberg Intergenerational Center in 2008. Encourage MCPS to incorporate senior volunteers at all levels from early childhood through high school. Support teacher training on the effective utilization of senior volunteers in the classroom.
5. Encourage stipended volunteerism.   The Department of Health and Human Services engages 35 seniors as community reviewers of programs for which a modest stipend is provided. Encourage the expansion of this model to other county departments. The non-profit community should be encouraged to consider the potential for offering stipends to engage additional volunteers, including those with low and moderate incomes, such as has been demonstrated in other communities by the Experience Corps and Foster Grandparents models.

6. Explore a Property Tax Offset.  The County should consider a program of offering property tax credits for seniors who volunteer in high priority areas such as to address the high priority needs of transportation needs of seniors who no longer are able to drive or assist in delivering meals on wheels, tutor low income and children enrolled in the ESOL program, grocery shopping, visiting isolated seniors, and providing representative payee services. (See Westchester County, N.Y., Boulder County, Colorado, and Concord, Mass. Models)   
7. Consider establishing an Executive Service Corps or Senior Corps to engage the 50+ group in helping non-profits and giving back to the community which would facilitate growth of the Pro Bono and the Senior Leadership Montgomery programs in Montgomery County as well as non-profit community and public sector.

8. Fostering voluntarism by Baby Boomers Encourage the non-profit community to identify, where appropriate, flexible, episodic, weekend, and evening opportunities for volunteering as a means of fostering volunteerism by the Baby Boomers.

9. Explore with Montgomery Community College the “Silver Scholarship” model of providing $1,000 tax free transferable credit education award for those seniors who serve 600+ hours per year in addressing priority community needs. 
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