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The establishment of an oral history program, using volunteer interviewers to record 
immigration and resettlement experiences in order to enhance future service delivery, has 
revealed the existence of groups of potential volunteers seeking volunteer roles in the Jewish 
community, which are not direct service roles, but do provide for the learning of new skills and 
knowledges . . . If agencies fail to provide such roles, these volunteers could be lost to the 
community. 

JFS and the Volunteer System 

Jewish Family Service of Los Angeles (JFS 
of LA) serves a large Jewish community, 
offering a wide range of services which 
includes counseling, advocacy, preventive, 
concrete and resettlement services. The agency 
is becoming increasingly involved in special 
programs based on governmental funding 
sources which have extended the range of 
services far beyond those of a traditional 
family service agency. Professional staff 
members include meal site managers, coor
dinators of housing and safety projects, and 
translators as well as social workers. Presently, 
under the supervision of professional staff 
members, more than 400 volunteers have 
direct client contact as providers of service in 
agency programs. 

Volunteers originally performed all direct 
service roles in private agencies. They have 
always held important decision-making roles 
through membership on boards and commit
tees. With the advent of professionalism, 
volunteer roles have tended to focus almost 
exclusively in fund-raising and policy-making 
functions. JFS of LA has begun to develop 
service-giving volunteers again only within the 
past 20 years. During this period, volunteer 
roles have progressed from support services to 
direct services; from tasks such as addressing 
envelopes, filing and answering phones to 
working as para-professional counselors. 

It is a myth that volunteer projects reduce 
agency costs. Several years ago, JFS of LA 

surveyed the costs and benefits of the 
volunteer program, finding variations in costs 
according to the nature of the services 
delivered and the skills required for service 
delivery. The survey showed that the more 
sophisticated the volunteer programs, the 
greater the need for high level staffing and 
resources. Volunteer projects enhance agency 
professional services and represent a way client 
services may be made more available; but this 
does not happen without ongoing agency 
supports. 

Moreover, there is a great difference 
between meaningful volunteer roles and "busy 
work." "Busy work" volunteer jobs need 
little skill, preparation or supervision, while 
meaningful volunteer roles are planned to 
consider the needs of the client, the agency and 
the volunteer. They require a heavy agency 
investment of staff time and resources. 

The Oral History Project 

From their earliest beginnings, Jewish 
communities in the United States have 
maintained a tradition of communal responsi
bility for strangers and newcomers. Communi
ties of all sizes have developed resources, 
structures, and services to aid in the resettle
ment of immigrant Jews. The Soviet Jews 
Resettlement Unit of JFS of LA continues this 
tradition of community responsibility for 
newcomers, using communally raised funds to 
provide special services to the newest group of 
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immigrants. 
Since the Resettlement Unit represents large 

expenditures of community resources, the 
agency decided there would be value in 
recording the immigration and resettlement 
experiences of people who came to Los 
Angeles in the past, directly from foreign 
countries. The decision to implement an oral 
history project was motivated by the hope that 
knowledge gained from understanding past 
immigration experiences could relate to pre
sent and future service delivery patterns. 
Project activities were designed to be per
formed by especially trained volunteer oral 
history interviewers. 

There are 24 volunteer interviewers in the 
Oral History Project. Several were volunteer 
case aides at JFS, but most were recruited in 
the community, selected from more than 80 
prospective volunteers and screened to deter
mine both their interest and willingness to 
make the stringent commitments of time and 
study required. Most are married women and 
college graduates. Some have masters degrees 
and several are currently enrolled in college 
level programs. Most are over 50 years old, 
with one-third of the group over 60. In 
contrast to the direct service volunteers at JFS 
of LA, most of the oral history volunteers 
have had remunerated employment. Many 
have had only a little involvement with the 
Jewish community, usually limited to financial 
contributions to the Los Angeles United 
Jewish Welfare Fund. About one-half have 
never actively volunteered before. 

Within the group of oral history volunteers, 
there appears to be two major sub-groups: an 
older group of retired persons, and a younger 
group, generally under forty, who are in 
part-time employment. The younger volun
teers tend to be in decision-making stages 
regarding their future careers. Both groups 
want high quality volunteer experiences which 
offer opportunities to learn and use new skills. 
They are also seeking meaningful connections 
with the organized Jewish community. For 
many, this may be a first real connection. 

By the end of the project-year, the volunteer 

interviewers will have participated in twelve 
3-hour training sessions. Subjects covered in 
the training included oral history techniques, 
interviewing, use of recording equipment, role 
of the volunteer interviewer, history and 
cultures of periods and groups studied as well 
as the Los Angeles Jewish community. In 
addition to the specific training sessions, each 
volunteer will have also attended 15 weekly 
work group meetings, and performed two to 
three total interviews. A complete oral history 
interview consists of two to five sessions with 
the interviewee as well as preparation of all 
supporting documents including field notes, 
biographic statement, tape section summaries 
and an index. 

Meaning of the Project for the Volunteers 

Discovery of the existence of a new 
volunteer population with its own special 
needs and meanings has been an unexpected 
dividend of the project. This phenomenon 
may be understood in retrospect by evaluating 
what appeal the project might have held for 
the potential volunteer. Working in the 
project, a volunteer would have the opportun
ity to learn and use new skills in a quasi-
professional manner; to have direct contact 
with her Jewish origins; to participate in the 
design and operationalization of a new 
program; to develop original historical mater
ials; to work with a variety of lay and 
professional people; to have a role in the 
development of new services; to gain personal 
meaning by establishing ties to the Jewish 
community; to learn community values and 
priorities concerning budgeting and funding; 
etc. 

When the volunteers were surveyed after 
working 7 months in the project, they 
expressed satisfactions in three areas: The 
learning of new skills, a sense of being 
connected to the Jewish community, and 
increased knowledge in various content areas. 
As one person stated, "Perhaps my involve
ment in the Oral History Project is my way of 
creating a tribute to my own family on an 
individual level, and on a larger scale a tribute 
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t o the e n d u r a n c e and p e r p e t u a t i o n o f a 

p e o p l e — t o the l egacy o f l ife a n d learning for 

w h i c h J u d a i s m s t a n d s . " A n o t h e r w r o t e , " I ' v e 

n o t i c e d the in terv iewing skil ls w e ' v e learned 

h a v e carried over i n t o m y dai ly 9 t o 5 

j o b . . . and I f ind m y s e l f e l ic i t ing an enor

m o u s a m o u n t o f c a n d o r — s o m e t h i n g I h a v e 

o n l y the Projec t t o thank for . B u t , b e y o n d the 

skil ls w e ' v e l earned , I 've been d e v e l o p i n g an 

ent ire ly n e w sense o f Jewi sh h is tory a n d m y 

ident i f i ca t ion w i t h a n a t i o n o f perpetua l 

w a n d e r e r s . " 

Meaning of the Project for the Agency 

In add i t i on t o the benef i ts w h i c h will accrue 

f r o m project results , the Oral Hi s tory Projec t 

has m e a n i n g for the agency o n var ious levels . 

First , as a g r o u p o f i n v o l v e d part ic ipants , the 

vo lunteer interviewers represent a present a n d 

future talent p o o l for the agency . In their 

present roles they p r o v i d e a cons tant source o f 

pos i t ive publ ic re lat ions w h i c h reaches b e y o n d 

the Jewish c o m m u n i t y . T h e y are " t u r n e d o n " 

to the project a n d the a g e n c y , a n d m a k e 

frequent g l o w i n g s ta tements a b o u t b o t h . 

B e c a u s e they are s o p leased wi th the project 

and with their roles as interviewers , m o s t h a v e 

been wi l l ing t o take o n extra dut ies inc lud ing 

recrui tment o f potent ia l in terv iewees , m a i n 

t enance roles wi th in the projec t , a n d po l i cy 

m a k i n g f u n c t i o n s . In their s e c o n d year , m a n y 

will be trained in the research skills n e e d e d in 

order to m o v e into the next p r o g r a m p h a s e . 

A l s o , as they c o m e t o k n o w the a g e n c y better , 

they are b e g i n n i n g t o express interest in 

vo lunteer roles o u t s i d e o f the Oral H i s t o r y 

P r o j e c t . P e r h a p s the project will h a v e the 

greatest s ign i f i cance for future a g e n c y p lan

n ing a n d projec t s . T h e oral his tory vo lunteer 

role m a r k s a progres s ion in the e v o l u t i o n o f 

vo lunteer roles at J F S . F o r the first t i m e , a 

vo lunteer role w a s es tabl i shed w h i c h went 

b e y o n d m e e t i n g current cl ient or a g e n c y needs 

a n d b e g a n t o address the needs o f a special 

p o p u l a t i o n o f potent ia l vo lunteers . N e w 

unders tand ings relevant to the p l a n n i n g o f 

m e a n i n g f u l vo lunteer roles can be d e v e l o p e d 

by c o m p a r i n g the sa t i s fac t ions o f the oral 

h is tory vo lunteer wi th the current trend o f 

dec l in ing interest in v o l u n t e e r i n g . T h e fact that 

there were at least three qual i f i ed appl i cants 

for every vo lunteer o p e n i n g in the project 

carries extra s ign i f i cance at a t i m e w h e n 

interest in prev ious ly we l l - e s tab l i shed v o l u n 

teer o r g a n i z a t i o n s is d w i n d l i n g . 

T h e Jewi sh feminis t press h a s b e c o m e very 

critical o f the appropr ia tenes s o f v o l u n t e e r 

act ivi t ies for middle -c las s w o m e n . P a u l a 

H y m a n , writ ing in Lilith,1 refers t o the s t eady 

dec l ine in p o w e r a n d prest ige o f the m a j o r 

Jewi sh w o m e n ' s o r g a n i z a t i o n s a n d t o their 

fai lure in prov id ing m e a n i n g f u l roles t o m e e t 

the c h a n g i n g n e e d s o f c o n t e m p o r a r y J e w i s h 

w o m e n . S h e f inds that m o s t m i d d l e - c l a s s 

w o m e n are mere ly " j o i n e r s " or " d u e s p a y e r s " 

w h o a v o i d vo lunteer i n v o l v e m e n t s a n d seek 

e m p l o y m e n t b o t h for the c h a l l e n g e o f the 

w o r k itself a n d soc ia l r e c o g n i t i o n . 

It is t ime t o b e c o m e p r o a c t i v e rather t h a n 

react ive in the des ign o f vo lunteer ro les . W e 

m u s t start t o p lan for the n e w g e n e r a t i o n s o f 

vo lunteers . T h e Oral H i s t o r y P r o j e c t ind ica ted 

the ex i s tence o f t w o n e w g r o u p s o f v o l u n t e e r s ; 

w e s h o u l d a l so cons ider a third g r o u p in our 

p l a n n i n g . M a n y w o m e n in the Jewi sh c o m 

m u n i t y w a n t t o learn n e w skil ls b e c a u s e they 

have d i scovered that the tradi t ional role o f the 

married w o m a n is no t c o n s t a n t . D i v o r c e or 

w i d o w h o o d find t h e m abrupt ly a l o n e , h a v i n g 

n o marke tab le skil ls a n d n o sense o f t h e m 

selves as c a p a b l e o f earn ing a l iv ing a n d ab le t o 

suppor t their chi ldren. There is even a term 

invented for this g r o u p : " d i s p l a c e d h o m e -

m a k e r s . " Wel l -des igned v o l u n t e e r j o b s c o u l d 

beg in t o prov ide s o m e o f the exper iences these 

w o m e n will need in order to bu i ld n e w l ives for 

t h e m s e l v e s . 

W h e n p l a n n i n g n e w vo lunteer ro l e s , w e 

m u s t cons ider each p e r s o n ' s n e e d and avai la

bility for vo lunteer ing t h r o u g h o u t the l ife 

cyc le . W e s h o u l d p r o v i d e a p p r o p r i a t e v o l u n 

teer exper iences for y o u n g p e o p l e in h igh 

' Paula Hyman, "The Volunteer Organizations: 
Vanguard or Rear Guard?" Lilith, No . 5 
(1978/5739) p. 22. 
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school, college and early adulthood, as well as 
for people in mid-life and retirement. Volun
teer jobs should be time-limited and negotiable 
as well as meeting the current needs of the 
individual. In the design of volunteer pro
grams we must start where the volunteer is and 
have opportunities available to respond to the 
individual volunteer's growth and change in 
life style. 

Volunteering is no longer the province of 
the middle-aged, middle-class woman who, 
lacking opportunities to express her potential, 
submits to the dreariness of low level volunteer 
tasks. Increasingly, clerical jobs have become 
the most difficult volunteer jobs to fill. 
Potential volunteers are willing to accomodate 
to waiting lists and selective screening proced
ures for placement in those volunteer jobs 
which offer learning of new skills along with 
rigorous training courses and ongoing super
vision. 

The Meaning of New Volunteer Roles 
for the Community 

The fact that we are discussing new 
volunteer roles is a statement about the current 
roles of women and men in the United States 
and in the Jewish community. It reflects 
economic change and changes in the meaning 
of work and leisure. With less time needed to 
produce goods, more time is available for 
leisure time activities such as volunteering. 
Work standards also begin to apply to 
volunteering. These include contracts, pro
vision of job satisfactions and well-defined job 
duties, time commitments and standards of 
supervision. Sarason discusses the ways in 
which a person's work and career choices may 

be alienating and lead to dissatisfactions. 
Leisure-time activities which provide a sense of 
community become even more important: 

When a person becomes aware that he 
cannot continue to make a strong commit
ment to work, that an impersonal society has 
rendered him impotent and dependent and 
has frustrated the desire for personal growth, 
the resulting alienation and loneliness bring 
to the fore the absence and need for a sense of 
community.2 

This need for community was true for the 
Oral History volunteer interviewer. Their 
satisfactions in volunteering came more from a 
need to connect with their heritage and 
community, and less from a sense of altruism 
than is true for volunteers who give direct 
service at JFS of LA. 

Increasingly, we must learn how to provide 
new volunteer experiences for people who are 
looking towards the organized community as 
the place where their needs for community and 
growth could be met. We must explore ways of 
enhancing fund-raising and direct service 
volunteer programs to attract and reward new 
volunteer populations. The notion of meeting 
immediate defined client needs as the only 
basis for design of volunteer programs should 
be evaluated against the emerging needs and 
potentials of the new generation of volunteers. 
If we fail to consider the needs of the new 
volunteers, a further estrangement of these 
groups from the organized Jewish community 
will result. 

2 Seymour B. Sarason, Work, Aging and Social 
Change: Professionals and the One Life—One 
Career Imperative. New York: The Free Press, 1977, 
p. 287. 
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