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Making the Grade as a Volunteer 

-- Mary Rogers, Social Scene Reporter for the Fort Worth Star-Telegram

A few years ago, a vibrant, funny woman moved to town with her husband, a big-time corporate executive. They’d lived in plenty of places and she knew how to make friends fast.

She was polished, well-dressed and willing, even eager, to open her home to various causes. Well, you can imagine that she was selcomed with open arms by the fund-raising, gala-giving crowd.

In no time she was being courted and schmoozed by the very best. She had served on lots of boards in other cities and had worked on dozens of galas. Naturally, she was offered ever so many opportunities to volunteer for a long, long list of worthy causes.

She took them all, or almost all.

Too bad.

There was no way she could keep up with all the duties committee work means here. She had her name on all the “right” committee lists, to be sure, and a few that weren’t so razzle-dazzle too -- but everyone knew she couldn’t be counted upon to get the job done. Her popularity plummeted. 

Make no mistake, volunteerism is a great way to get involved. It’s also a great way to get a black eye.

I don’t know how it is in other towns, but in Cowtown a committee slot or board position means responsibility, not privilege. If you’re new to the benefit circuit, here are a few tips to make your volunteer experience better.

Of course, you know already that you shouldn’t accept a responsibility unless you really care about the cause. You know you’ve got to attend the meetings and read all the stuff that is sent before you get there. Better make a note to be on time to all those meetings, too. Tardiness is is insulting. 

You know you’ve got to know where the money you’re working so hard to raise goes. You’ve gotta see the financial statements and ask the dumb question that no one else will ask.

You’ve got to work with the staff, as well as question the staff. You’ve got to remember that you’re working for the client or the constituency that is served by this board or this fund-raising event. 

You should visit those clients, too, and talk to the workers slogging away in the trenches -- but you know that already.

Now here’s what you need to know to be really successful:

1. Eat peanut butter. If you’re on the board of trustees or a member of the gala committee, don’t fuss about the food served at a fund-raiser -- even if you paid $500 a plate for it. Goodness, you’re not there to eat. You’ve had good meals before, you’ll have good meals in the future. If you don’t like the fare, push it around the plate and fix a peanut butter sandwich once you’re safe at home.

2. Open your heart -- and your checkbook. Attend all fund-raisers for the cause and pay your way. If you can buy a table to the gala, do it. If you can afford only one ticket, buy it. Do it in advance. Don’t expect to go free.

3. Stand up and smile. If there’s a mix-up in the table reservations, you members of the gala committee must give up your seats and sometimes your dinner. Yes, that’s the seat and the dinner for which you’ve already paid in advance.

Remember, this is your cause. Other paying guests may just be paying dues. They may be there because they’re your friend. Make them happy, or next year’s event may take a nose dive. Copy this note to all board members.

