(Jonathan Krall, 2003

jonathan@dcsma.org

www.dcsma.org

www.bess-md.org

www.br.org


Organizing a Volunteer Group – Initial Steps

Presented by Jonathan Krall

Based on experience gained in BESS, Black Rose and elsewhere - your mileage may vary
  I.  
Pre-Planning Stage:  talking up the idea (1-2 months)

A.  
Seek out useful public forums in which to advertise

1.  
An active local e-mail list or social network

        

2.  
Seek interested volunteers

         

3.  
Ideally, there is already a constituency for a new group

     
B.  
Collect contact information for interested folks

      

1.  
Place all interested parties on an e-mail list

         

2.  
Seek consensus on a time for the first meeting

     
C.  
Wait for one of these folks to offer to host a meeting

         

1.  
By letting someone else host, you distribute power

         

2.  
Remember: no good deed goes unpunished

 II.  
First Planning Meeting:  establishing “ground rules”

A.  
Establish right away that all voices are important

1. 
Anyone who attends a planning meeting is a “founder”

2. 
If you show up at the meeting, you get a vote

 
3.   
Note:  it is common to worry about “trouble-makers” disrupting meetings

 

a.  
This tends not to happen if everything is kept professional

 


b.  
Follow the rules and avoid emotionalism

 


c.  
Trouble-makers usually get bored and leave

B. Assign two key roles

1. Facilitator 

a.  
Must be allowed to do the job

b. 
You may want to take turns

 

2. 
Recording secretary (all motions must be recorded)

     
C.  
Set up “rules” for the process (here are some examples)

1. 
Decisions are made only at “planning meetings” 

a. The e-mail list is for discussion

b.  
Committees are expected to make recommendations (rather than decisions)

2. 
Anyone can speak on any issue (but you have to be at the meeting to vote)

3.
Each meeting is scheduled at the end of a meeting

a. 
That way no one will call a sudden meeting and subvert the process


b. 
Try to take into account the wishes of those who could not attend

4. 
No “board” shall be established until it is time to move from “planning” to “execution”

Terminology:

· The “planning committee” is the decision-making body

· The “staff” (individuals, committees, teams) are the work-doing bodies

     
D.  
Use the “dos and don’ts” to establish basic principles

1. 
Openness:  continue to invite participation on the list and at the meetings

2. The people who are on the planning committee are likely discuss the process with others –

encourage them to do so

3. 
Work to build something new and valuable

a. 
Nothing is gained by bad-mouthing some other group

 


b. 
If you need to criticize another organization, be very specific
    
E.  
Discuss the mission and scope of the new organization

F.  
Use facilitation and consensus-building skills

1.  
Stay on subject

2.  
Get all ideas on the table early

3.  
Encourage discussion 

a. 
Observe emerging support for some ideas

 

b. 
Recognize that the emerging consensus may not be what you expected

4.  
Voice the apparent consensus - move to a decision

III.  
Next Few Planning Committee Meetings:  developing the mission

A.  
Develop a mission statement with a realistic scope

1.  
Why a new group?

a. 
Which needs are being met by existing groups?

b. 
Which needs are not being met by any existing group?

2.  
Who is served by the new group?

3.  
What type of group?

a.  
Social

b. 
Educational

c. 
Political

d. 
Activist

e.  
Profit or non-profit?

4. 
Recognize that multiple missions introduce complications

Example:
The nice little ad hoc discussion and social group

-
Holds fun little discussion meetings

- 
Has a problem when some want a closed group (for better parties)

5.  
Type of governance 

a. 
Ad hoc, autocracy, elected by leadership, elected by membership, etc.

b.   
Often set by expected group size 

B.  
Seek out useful examples (and not just from SM groups)

1. 
Bylaws, handbooks, planning documents, this outline, etc.

2. 
Use these materials as “jumping off” points for discussion rather than finished products

a. 
If your people do not take the time to create it, they won’t feel like they “own” it




b. 
The people who “own” the group are the best volunteers you will ever get

    
C.  
Identify key tasks

1. 
Some can be assigned to individuals or committees as homework (Ex: group logo)

2. 
Some require discussion before being assigned as homework (Ex: bylaws)

3. 
Distribute as much homework as possible

a.      
Do not “force” a quick pace

b. 
As needed, offer to assign additional “co-leaders” to slow committees

4.  
Tasks might include

a.   
Bylaws (seek out examples)

b. 
Group name

c. 
Group logo

d. 
Meeting space - anticipate group needs

e. 
Social venues - anticipate group needs

f. 
When to meet (for each type of meeting)

g. 
Publicity (print, e-mail, voicemail, etc)

h. 
Web page and web hosting service

i. 
Bank account (not-for-profit accounts are available)

j. 
Incorporation (not-for-profit is easy in most states)

5.  
Think about keeping costs down


D. 
Seek community support



1. 
Continue to “talk up” the new group

 

2.  
Invite leaders for exiting local groups to “sit in” (at the meetings or on the list)



3. 
Other local groups may be willing to “provide seed money”

 IV.  
Still More Planning Committee Meetings:  building “teams”

A.  
Organize agenda around tasks rather than “Robert’s Rules of Order”

1. 
First address “pressing issues” (while everyone is fresh)

2. 
Next address each task area (both old and new business)

a. 
Some tasks can be grouped together (publicity and web page)

b. 
Many task areas naturally become departments or “teams”

3. 
Finish with new issues (those not clearly under a task area)

B.  
Distribute the workload - organize around “teams”

1. 
Appoint leaders to head teams

a. 
Be supportive of their efforts

b. 
Appoint an additional co-leader if needed to get things moving

c. 
Encourage written plans (draft Handbooks)

2.  
Some task areas naturally introduce complications

a. 
Education meetings are as open as possible; play parties are as private as is practical

b.  
As much as possible, let the teams suggest needed procedures

3. 
Begin all teams sooner rather than later.  These things take planning.

C.  
Develop a time line

Example (from BESS):

- 
Planning begins April

- 
Advertising begins and web page on line in June

- 
Bylaws approved in June

- 
Memberships sold to ourselves in June

- 
Members voted onto “board” in June

- 
First education meeting in July

- 
First party in September

- 
First SIG meetings in September

- 
First annual meeting and election in November

D.
Empower “team leaders”

1. 
Leaders may come and go, but the “teams” remain

a. 
You will eventually select your “board” but do not need to replace the team leaders

b. 
Each team leader is still a planning-committee member  (he or she wears two “hats”)

2.   
Avoid a rule where Team leaders must be “board members”  

a. 
We wish to accommodate as many volunteers as possible

b. 
Two different “skill sets” are involved

3. 
Encourage the team leaders to document their policies and procedures 

a. 
If a team leader fights to get a new procedure approved, that team leader can avoid a 

repeat battle by documenting the new procedure

b.  
Avoid reinventing the wheel

Example (the BESS teams):

- 
Corporate (bylaws; protocols for governance; treasury; volunteers)

-
Education (education program development)

-
Membership (membership forms and database development)

-
Outreach (advertising and web page)

-
Social (social venues)

-
Special Interest Groups

Other teams might include “newcomers”, “special events”,  “community relations”, etc.

  V.  
Last Planning Committee Meeting (an example)

A. 
Last planning committee meeting

1. 
Bylaws are adopted

2. 
Members are created (dues collected)

3. 
Election committee (a part of the Corporate Team) conducts an election

4. 
Leaders are elected (a board of directors)

5. 
Last planning committee meeting adjourns

B. 
First “board meeting” commences

1. 
Team leaders are reviewed and re-appointed

2.  
Key officers are appointed

3. 
The planning e-mail list becomes the “teams” e-mail list

4. 
The agenda is followed as usual, but only the new leaders can vote

C.    This board serves until the date set in the bylaws for the annual election.

Appendix:  Additional Comments about Group Organization

Legal Issues. It helps to educate one’s group about legal issues.  For example, in some places, accusations of “public lewdness” have been a real problem (e.g., Club X in 1999).  One approach is protocol in which no one is allowed to see nudity without first signing some kind of wavier. On the other hand, having “pro dommes” or other sex workers among the leadership has not been a significant problem.  For this reason BESS has chose not to implement a “no pro dommes among the leaders” rule that is common in other groups. The general idea is to act in response to real vulnerabilities rather than unfounded fears. The National Coalition for Sexual Freedom web site has good information (see their Law Enforcement Outreach Program).

Meeting Space.  Getting inexpensive public space for the regularly-scheduled group meetings is important.  I know of two SM groups that died because they outgrew their private space (a group-leader’s dwelling in each case) and could not agree on a course of action.  Part of the problem in each case was the confusion that resulted when the simple issue of meeting space became mixed up with the “control” issues of the owner of the meeting space.

E-mail discussion lists.  If possible, support local e-mail discussion lists rather than creating a new discussion list for members of your group.  Sadly, group-specific e-mail lists have been known to suffer from the following malady:  group members naturally “put their best foot forward” with kind words and friendly conversations at group meetings and save their negative comments, statements they are not willing to say face-to-face, for the e-mail list.  Trust me on this one.  On the other hand, an e-mail announcement list is usually good idea, especially if the number of announcements is kept low.

Openness.  For the sake of openness, find a way to let the members see the minutes of the board meetings without undue effort.  Similarly encourage group members to attend and speak up at “board meetings”.

Staff e-mail list.  Once the planning process is completed, the “planning committee e-mail list” can become the “staff e-mail list”.  Of course, this is only effective if the group leaders use the staff list (rather than a “board list”) for substantive discussions.

Distribution of authority.  Encourage team leaders to be as independent as is practical so that fewer decisions must be decided at “board meetings” (shorter board meetings are good for everyone).  For examples, see the “Pathways to Leadership” presentation on the DCSMA web site.  In particular, the “three day rule”, described therein, is a protocol in which a Team Leader can get a new policy or procedure approved, via the staff e-mail list, without having to resort to an on-line vote of the “board”.

Storms.  Please remember always that “storming and norming” is part of any healthy volunteer group.  Fights (storms) are a consequence of the fact that people care enough about the group to fight.  These usually lead to new ways of doing things (norms).

