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teers generally wanted to serve on boards or
committees on an ongoing basis. These are
the people who were willing and able to
make long-term commitments to an organi-
zation. On the other hand, episodic volun-
teers look for more specific, shorter-term
commitments or regularly scheduled com-
mitments such as the annual Howl-a-Ween
dog event. They are more interested in
working on a project basis in which they can
accomplish the goal and move on.

Whatever the reasons for these shifts,
they serve as important reminders to look to
young and older adults when recruiting vol-
unteers and to structure the work to appeal to
episodic volunteers when necessary.

Volunteers provide a powerful economic
benefit to communities across the nation. For
downtown organizations, developing a pro-
fessional team of volunteers for everything
from serving on the board of directors, to
updating the organization’s databases, to
blowing up balloons can double or triple the
impact of the paid staff. But finding, training
and motivating volunteers can be a challenge.
It requires equal parts human resources pro-
fessional, cheer leader, and creative marketer. 

The good news is that virtually every
segment of the population has embraced
volunteerism. In 2010, the federal Corpora-
tion for National and Community Service
(CNCS) estimated that 62.8 million adults
served almost 8.1 billion hours of volunteer
service that year. The challenge for down-
town organizations is to tap into that
tremendous pool and develop a reliable,
high-quality volunteer workforce. 

The CNCS report provides useful
insights into the groups most actively
engaged in volunteering. It finds increases
in both youth and older adult volunteerism. 

• The rate of teen and young adult vol-
unteering has increased over the past
decade. This is in part attributed to the
increasing number of high schools and col-
leges that include a community service
component in their graduation requirements.

• The rate of volunteerism among older
adults is also on the rise. In the past, the rate
of volunteerism typically declined as volun-
teers grew older, but that trend is changing.
Some researchers believe that this reflects
the fact that more Americans are staying
healthier longer and that volunteering has
become a more recognized strategy for stay-
ing healthy in older adulthood.

• In addition to demographic shifts in
volunteering, many experts have noted
growth in the trend toward what are known
as “episodic volunteers.” In the past, volun-

Main Street recruits older volunteers
When it comes to recruiting volunteers, Main Street

Enid in Oklahoma knows where the gold is — it’s in the
eager-to-work, capable hands of older residents. As a
result, it recruits mainly senior citizens.

A key to recruiting older volunteers is to remember
that, “They’ve seen downtown change from being the
hub of activity from the 1940s to 1960s, to the advent
of shopping malls and suburban sprawl in the 1970s,”
says Lindy Chambers director of Main Street Enid.

“They have watched downtown die out, and now
they are very excited to see it come to life again. They
see the difference our Main Street organization has
made, and they are very proud to be a part of it.”

In looking for senior volunteers, Chambers has found
that the local chapter of the national Retired and Senior
Volunteer Program (RSVP) is a good place to start.

RSVP is part of Senior Corps, a network of national
service programs that provides older Americans (55+)
with the opportunity to apply life experience to meeting
community needs.

As part of her outreach, Chambers also speaks reg-
ularly at meetings of business and civic clubs. And she
creates a brochure, specifically for the clubs, that lists
volunteer opportunities in the coming year.
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