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More than ever, young people
want to make a difference. Now

it’s up to not-for-profit
organisations to evolve to

take advantage of the skills
and enthusiasm of a new

generation of activists

BY LEANNE EDMISTONE

T
he first thing strangers ask when they learn
young bride Jenny Geale is a full-time
volunteer is, how does she afford to eat?
The second thing many assume is that she’s
just filling in time until she falls pregnant.
Geale, 24, laughs loud and long, then assures

me she eats very well and there’s no plans for babies any
time soon.

It’s been more than a year since she quit her job as a
strategy consultant with Deloitte to take up more
personally fulfilling – and unpaid – roles.

Geale runs the Brisbane chapter of Room to Read, an
international non-profit organisation promoting
education and literacy in developing countries, from her
rented Coorparoo unit and she also works with
Volunteering Queensland. Certainly not the usual career
path for a young economics graduate on the road to
success and financial stability.

‘‘I guess I had a bit of a nagging fear of getting caught
in the corporate world, getting caught doing something I
didn’t want to do. I could just stay here, get a little bit
comfortable, get used to that income coming in, have
kids, a mortgage and then be stuck,’’ Geale says.

‘‘I’d decided I wanted to do something that was
making a difference and if I was going to do that, I
needed to do it . . . and do it properly.’’

Geale’s not alone – though admittedly not many young
people would be able to give up their jobs. (Her husband
Michael, a small business owner, views supporting her as
his way of contributing.) More than ever, young people
are following their passions, getting involved in local
communities and trying to do their bit to – excuse the
cliche – make their world a better place.

Government figures show volunteering rates are
climbing nationally. In Queensland, from 1995 to 2006,
the rate grew from 26 to 38 per cent. For people aged
18-24 years, the rate is 31 per cent, and higher outside
Brisbane (34 per cent compared with 28 per cent).

Volunteering Queensland’s 2009-2010 data shows
practically half of its volunteers are aged under 34 years,
and the majority of those are 25 and under.

Ask individual not-for-profit organisations for
anecdotal evidence and the good news gets better.

Amnesty International has 210 school and university
groups and 800 youth members across Queensland, with
20 per cent growth expected in the next 18 months.

Vision Generation – the youth arm of World Vision –
hopes to expand from 20 groups in Queensland schools
to 30 by the end of the year.

Queensland’s SES and Rural Fire Service’s stable youth
membership (20 and 5.24 per cent respectively) grew
after the recent summer disasters, and the RFS recently
held a youth summit in Townsville to better understand
their young volunteers, their motivations and the
rewards sought.

RFS rural operations regional manager Ken Beasley
said summit outcomes were improving recruitment and
retention strategies, and project management.

‘‘Any organisation, in terms of their volunteers,

wants to be a good cross-representation of their
community, so young people are essential,’’ says Beasley.

‘‘There are great things to be achieved by
volunteering.

‘‘There’s no greater example than what we’ve seen in
the summer disasters, with the floods and the cyclones.’’

The Salvation Army is fielding increased interest as
well, from the church fellowship and the general
community.

‘‘Kids seem to have a heightened sense of social
justice. They have a strong sense that there are things
wrong with this world, in the way people treat each
other and in the way we look after each other, and they
want to do something about that,’’ explains Capt Emma
Johnson, divisional youth secretary for south
Queensland.

‘‘We see more suffering than we used to see. It’s in
our face. We watch as tsunamis devastate Japan, we
watch as earthquakes devastate Christchurch, and then
the floods locally, obviously,’’ Johnson says.

‘‘Kids can’t escape that and they feel this innate need
to do something about it.

‘‘I think the more global our village becomes, the
more our kids recognise: ‘OK, this world is our problem,
these challenges are our challenges, and we all need to
work together to work some of it out’. ’’

The biggest challenge facing not-for-profit
organisations is not a dearth of willing and able young
people, according to Volunteering Queensland
education, policy and research director Mark Creyton.

Rather, he says, it is the individual organisation’s
willingness and their ability to embrace change to
attract, interest and retain the younger generation’s
skills.

Creyton and Geale co-authored a report, Youth
Leading Youth: A Look at Organisations led by Young
People, to identify trends in youth volunteering, youth
leadership and how these could be used by not-for-

profit organisations to increase membership.
‘‘There are a lot of young people volunteering but the
gap was traditional organisations not knowing how to
involve young volunteers,’’ explains Geale, who recently
started her masters in development practice at the
University of Queensland.

‘‘When we talk with more traditional, bigger
organisations, organisations that aren’t run by young
people but still want to engage young volunteers, the
response seems to be: ‘I like this, I get this, but I am
struggling to get there.’

‘‘They just don’t know exactly how to go about it.’’
Geale says that too often the answer is seen simply –

and incorrectly – as the need to get a website and a
Facebook page.

Creyton says young people want to see instant results
for their efforts, rather than ‘‘volunteering for the sake
of volunteering’’; they want to be involved in projects,
rather than having ongoing roles; and they want to take
on central roles, not be kept to the periphery.

Also, young people will work across several
organisations and will keep coming back if projects they
work on satisfy them. If they don’t initially hear back
from an organisation, a lack of interest is assumed.

By the way, don’t call them volunteers. If a label must
be affixed, they prefer to be known as activists.

‘‘If we’re going to work with and be aware of how we
work with young people, part of it is going to be how we
identify and work that passion . . . how we link that
passion into our organisations.’’

Creyton says one of the more surprising findings is
that young people aren’t always technologically savvy,
though they are familiar with the internet and social
networking.

‘‘If anything, young people met more and talked
more face to face, than did many other volunteers.’’

While many young people head overseas to volunteer
in developing countries, Creyton says many, too, come to
Australia to volunteer as part of their travels.

‘‘It’s young people exploring the world and
volunteering. There’s a recognition there are lots of areas
to volunteer that aren’t necessarily about helping the
most disadvantaged,’’ he says, citing environmental and
climate change projects as a prime example.

Creyton and Geale have presented their findings at
national conferences, workshops and meetings to great
enthusiasm and interest. It also taps into a strong,
emerging interest in corporate social responsibility and
‘‘service learning’’, whereby schools and universities
use service projects as a teaching tool.

‘‘This is very much about recognising there’s a
tremendous wave of opportunity to change and better
our community, but that it’s going to look different and
we need to be open to thatand not stick to the old ways,’’
he says.

***
Kate Chambers laughs and says she gets ‘‘bored easily’’
in a lighthearted attempt to explain her busy life.


