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Introduction
Many businesses encourage their staff to volunteer by providing paid time off. Larger organisations will have a framework for this volunteering effort and will often provide volunteers with a menu of possible options, either as individuals or as teams. There is an excellent opportunity for this time to be used in helping others experience the benefits of the internet.

This document gives hints and tips to organisations wishing to explore this opportunity for their own corporate volunteers.

Race Online 2012 is a small team and does not directly engage in service delivery; our role is to create awareness and shine a light on partner activity.  Therefore, we do not run corporate volunteering schemes ourselves. However, we hope with this document that you will be inspired to think further about how your volunteers can help to make the UK as close as possible to a truly networked nation.

 

Key points for corporate volunteers wanting to help people get online 
Helping to informally train a person how to use the internet is satisfying, fun and engaging. Your volunteers will enjoy the opportunity to meet people, hear their stories, find out what really interests them and use this conversation to show the person how accessing the internet opens up a world of possibilities. Here are some tips for helping your volunteers understand how best they can help.

· The easiest way for volunteers to help people experience the benefits of the internet is to inspire someone they already know, who does not yet use the internet and to try it out together.
· Your volunteers need to understand that unless specific events are organised which people are actively encouraged to attend, there will not be a location where a volunteer can simply go and find people waiting for assistance to get to know the internet. This applies to public libraries, UK online centres or local community centres, which offer free access to the internet.

· Since employees only typically have a couple of days a year under a corporate volunteering programme, it makes more sense for them to get involved in an organised event, or to use their expertise in mentoring people who manage such centres. These options are described in more detail below.

· It also means that a valid volunteering effort is also in helping to organise such events, including generating demand among people who haven’t used the internet, e.g. in assisting with local PR, leafleting, producing/distributing letterbox flyers, contacting local newspapers or community radio, etc.

· Volunteering to help people experience the benefits of the internet can be a popular option, because it is satisfying and fun to assist a person on that journey.

· The easiest way for volunteers to do this is to inspire someone they already know, who does not yet use the internet, and to try it out together.

· Otherwise, your volunteers need to understand that unless specific events are organised which people are encouraged to attend, there will not be a location where a volunteer can simply go and find people waiting for assistance to get to know the internet. This applies to public libraries, UK online centres or local community centres, which offer free access to the internet.

· So, since employees will typically have only a couple of days a year under a corporate volunteering programme, it makes more sense for them to get involved in an organised event instead, or to use their expertise in mentoring people who manage such centres. These options are described in more detail below.

· It also means that a valid volunteering effort is also in helping to organise such events, including to generate demand amongst people who haven’t used the internet, e.g. in assisting with local PR, leafleting, producing/distributing letterbox flyers, contacting local newspapers or community radio, etc.
 

How can corporate volunteering days be used to help bridge the digital divide? 

Depending on the formality of your corporate volunteering framework, there are different options available to your corporate volunteers to work towards a UK which is as close as possible to a truly networked nation by the end of the Olympic year.  The first step is always to sign up as Race Online 2012 partner.
1. An informal framework
 
If your framework is less formal, you can encourage your employees to use their volunteering day(s) to help Pass IT on to people they know:  friends, family or neighbours. Resources to help are freely available, for example at www.helppassiton.co.uk. This is the simplest and easiest way to volunteer to help people get online and recognises individual peer to peer support is the most effective way to help people experience the benefits of the internet. We recommend this approach.
 
2. A  more formal framework

If your corporate volunteering framework is more formal, which will often be the case, there are opportunities for your volunteers to be creative about what they do, either as individuals, or together in a team.
 

· As an individual, your volunteer can find a local event in the context, for example Silver Surfers’ Day, Get Online Week or itea and biscuits and contact the organiser directly to see if assistance is required, either helping with preparations, on the day itself or both. The Silver Surfers’ Day website includes a postcode search for example, so it’s easy to find a local event and then contact the event holder well in advance to see what assistance is required. One large corporate partner took this approach and encouraged 200 staff to find local Silver Surfers’ day events and sign up as volunteers. Digital Unite, who organise Silver Surfers’ Day, was also able to publicise this to event holders in their regular newsletter.

· As an individual or as a team, your volunteers can set up and run their own events. This could be in the context of Get Online Week for example, so your volunteer team can benefit from national PR. The Get Online Week site contains many resources for event management, including planning, publicising, preparation and the day itself. Your team will need to find a location, organise equipment and connectivity, generate interest for people to attend, and manage the event day itself. As a business, you could make IT training rooms available for example, to assist. Alternatively, you could assist by enabling your team of volunteers to use portable company equipment at an external public location. Alternatively, they could contact a local UK online centre (in England) or public library (UK wide) to see if the location/equipment can be borrowed for the event.

· Where your volunteer, or team of volunteers, have existing contacts in their communities or with charities, it is worth exploring these from a digital inclusion perspective. For example, if your volunteer already works with a homeless charity, they will likely have outreach to people who have not used the internet. Your volunteer (team) could set up and run an event to help these people experience the benefits of the internet.

· Some corporate volunteering programmes involve people working as a team as part of leadership development. A digital inclusion initiative is a suitable challenge for this. Your team could design and deliver an initiative to help people who have never used the Internet before, in conjunction with local community organisations. Part of the challenge to the team is to come up with a creative solution to identify a suitable community (e.g. sheltered housing, ethnic or minority community, low-income area) and work with them to engage and inspire people who haven’t used the internet to try it out, perhaps on an event basis, ideally with a ‘leave behind’ for the community so that the work can continue.  There is plenty of collateral to assist such a team and the skills benefit to them is clear, as there are aspects of project management, influencing, community engagement, logistics, event planning and technical assistance, all required to make the project a reality and help a target number of people get online.
 

3.    Fully managed volunteering programmes

If your organisation is large, you could also consider partnering with service delivery providers such as UK online centres, Age UK or MLA (public libraries), to set up a specific programme offer for your corporate volunteers. Large or small, employee volunteering programmes can also be set up using the Do-it database, or managed by providers such as Timebank. When contacting such an organisation, be clear that your goals are to help people experience the benefits of the internet. As an alternative to helping train people to use the internet, or setting up events, a valuable use of your volunteers’ time can be to deploy their expertise as subject matter experts, for example by mentoring providers’ management staff on HR, finance, marketing or governance. Success factors for such a managed programme include:

·  Have clear ownership and strong nominated contacts both at the corporate and at the charity

·  Develop and communicate a clear proposition for the volunteers, being specific about what they will do, who they will contact, when and where will the activity take place.

·  If your proposition is about training people, ensure together with your partner that your volunteers themselves are given induction training about how best to approach the other person’s interests and skill levels, as well as how to use and access the online tools such as Pass IT on which are available on the www.helppassiton.co.uk website.

· Include the methods for evaluating the volunteers’ experience in the proposition up front, and consider including both qualitative and quantitative aspects.

·  Introducing an element of competition amongst your volunteers or business areas is a particularly useful way of engaging your people, e.g. highest number of participants that attend an event run by your volunteers with a prize or recognition for the volunteers; top number of events run by a business area, again with a prize for that business area.
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