
Introduction
Volunteering is a major force in US
society: ‘Over 92 million Americans
act as regular or periodic
volunteers each year’ (Kotler and
Andreasen, 1992, page 303).
Among the bodies that make
extensive use of volunteers are
hospitals, political parties, trade

associations, arts organisations,
charitable institutions, churches and
social reform organisations. Smaller
volunteer units are also found in
schools, universities, colleges and
social organisations (Kotler and
Andreasen, 1992, page 303). The
core concept of volunteerism is that
individuals participate in
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spontaneous, private and freely
chosen activities that promote or
advance some aspect of the
common good – although today it is
increasingly recognised that
volunteering is an exchange
relationship, with the volunteers
getting back as much as they put
in. In 1998, the economic value of
volunteer time exceeded $75 billion
(Rainman and Lippitt, 1998, page
21). Because of the financial and
social value that they provide for
nonprofit organisations, increased
attention is being given to
attracting, satisfying, managing and
retaining volunteers. Organisations
are looking to develop effective
marketing strategies that will
maximise this crucial human
resource. 

The problems that affect the young
and the old today are
overwhelming. Individual efforts to
tackle these problems often seem
like a thousand points of light in a
million pools of darkness (Atler,
1998, page 18). However, the
collective efforts of volunteers,
citizens, entrepreneurs,
academicians and grassroots, civic
and religious leaders are
increasingly making a contribution
to addressing social exclusion. Part
of the explanation for this shift in
attitudes is the growing recognition
that volunteering is valuable not

only in economic terms, but also in
the building of social capital. The
clear message is that leadership
begins not with politicians but in the
communities where they live. ‘It
takes a whole village to raise a
child’ has progressed in a few short
years from an obscure African
proverb to a cliché of Middle
America (Atler, 1998, page 18).
This holistic approach to helping
others might be called the spirit of
Houston, Texas – or of any other
city where communities are
experiencing an explosion of local,
state and national volunteers who
are contributing to wellness
initiatives, particularly among the
most excluded communities.

This article explores the
contribution that one group of
volunteers – the AmeriCorps VISTA
Volunteers – in one area of the
USA – Greater Houston, Texas – is
making to tackling social exclusion.
Based on participant observation
research by the Center on Aging
and Horizons Intergenerational
Wellness and Texas Southern
University, it explores the conditions
that have led to the success of the
volunteer programme, and in
particular the importance of the ‘3C
Model’, which brings together
campus, church and community in
an holistic approach to volunteer
management.
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President Bush’s faith-based
initiative
A key feature of the current
volunteering debate in the USA is
President George Bush’s Office of
Faith-Based and Community
Initiatives, which promises billions
of dollars in federal funding for
programmes that deal with
problems such as drug and alcohol
addiction (McQuillan, 2001, page
1A).

President Bush has named John
Dilulio, a political science professor
at the University of Pennsylvania,
to provide the leadership for the
White House Office, and former
Indianapolis mayor Steve
Goldsmith has been named the
adviser. Their modus operandi will
be based on three major proposals: 

1. To allow taxpayers to reduce
their tax bills by deducting
charitable donations, even if they
don’t itemise deductions – 80
million Americans don’t.

2. To encourage states to allow tax
credits – a straight reduction of
tax owed – for donations of up to
$250 for individuals and $500 for
married couples. Withdrawals will
not be allowed from individual
retirement accounts to donate
money to charities without having
to pay the federal income tax
normally due on an IRA

withdrawal.
3. To increase deductions for

donations by corporations.
Currently a firm can deduct
donations of up to 10 per cent of
its taxable income: Bush’s plan
would make that 15 per cent
(McQuillan, 2001, page 1A). 

These proposals have already been
criticised by civil liberties
representatives, who believe that
federal dollars would thus be made
available for religions that do not
promote a belief in federal civil
rights laws. Representatives of the
National Jewish Democratic
Council are also protesting against
the plan, claiming that ‘Bush’s effort
would amount to government
backing for direct proselytising’
(McQuillan, 2001, page 1A).
Supporters of the initiative argue it
would have a positive impact on
existing grassroots programmes
and on the development of new
and diverse programmes; this
would increase the need for
personnel as well as dedicated
volunteers who could provide
services for the 1,455,000 nonprofit
organisations in the USA (Hutton,
2000, page 1).

The AmeriCorps VISTA
Volunteers
Since 1965, over 120,000
Americans have performed national
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service as AmeriCorps VISTA
Volunteers. VISTA (Volunteers in
Service to America) places
individuals with community-based
agencies, such as Texas Southern
University’s (TSU) Center on Aging
and Horizons Intergenerational
Wellness, to help find long-term
solutions to the problems caused
by urban and rural poverty (VISTA
WEB by Friends of VISTA, page 1).
Many different kinds of people
become VISTA Volunteers; there is
a Congressional Mandate to
include retirees and people aged
18 to 27. VISTA draws expertise
and sensibilities from people of
every race, age and income level.
In a typical VISTA training class, a
quarter to half will be recent college
graduates (VISTA WEB by Friends
of VISTA, page 2). 

The 3C Model
The Center on Aging and Horizons
Intergeneration Wellness has
successfully involved AmeriCorps
VISTA Volunteers for four years
now. The combination of the
motivation of the volunteers and the
careful supervision by the Center’s
director/program manager has
fortified the efforts of the Center,
which is helping Texas Southern
University to build an exemplary
tobacco prevention programme.
Motivation and supervision, though
extremely important, are only two of

the components that enable the
Center’s limited full-time staff and
its twenty VISTA Volunteers to
achieve so much. Seventeen (85
per cent) of these volunteers are
retired professionals, including
teachers, nurses, lawyers, social
workers and entrepreneurs (VISTA
Volunteers’ Profiles, 1999). The
third component is the skilful
programme management needed
to implement viable anti-tobacco
activities; this is based on the
Center’s ‘3C Model’ (Campus,
Church, Community).

These three settings are brought
together to ameliorate the problems
of under-served populations that
have limited health care and social
service providers and are often
inaccessible owing to language
barriers and cultural insensitivity.
These conditions have repeatedly
tested the mettle of AmeriCorps
VISTA Volunteers, who have
invariably passed the test. Another
key feature of the 3C model is that
the VISTA Volunteers constitute the
taskforce that operates in all three
settings.

The management of the 3C Model
will be demonstrated by looking at
the specific involvement of
AmeriCorps VISTA Volunteers in
the Center’s tobacco initiative. This
will show that although campus,
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church and community each have
distinctive bodies of knowledge and
services to render, their roles are
intertwined. 

Campus
The campus brings to this tripartite
relationship a cadre of
academicians who have conducted
applied research and statistical
analyses, disseminated findings,
mastered leadership, training,
marketing and coalition-building
skills and gained great insights into,
and respect for, diversity. The
campus also offers a pool of
paraprofessionals who provide
technical assistance and students
who are willing to learn and serve.
In recent years, student
volunteerism has been growing
(Kotler and Andreasen, 1992, page
305); Texas Southern University
found that 39 per cent of graduating
seniors had devoted some time to
community service in 1999,
including work with the Mickey
Leland Center’s Habitat for
Humanity Project, the Target
Hunger Project and Interfaith
Ministries’ Food for Senior Citizens
(Texas Southern University, 1999).
Fox Butterfield’s definitive study
(1985) on student volunteerism
traces the rise of student
involvement in public service back
to 1985, when Harvard reported
that 51 per cent of its graduating

seniors had devoted some time to
community service (up from 35 per
cent in 1982). That same year, the
University of California at Berkeley
disclosed that nine sororities and
seven fraternities enrolled 1,000
students willing to give at least one
week to supervising after-hour
activities at Berkeley public schools
(page 12). However, Jonathan Alter
(1998) notes in his article ‘What
works’ that there was a decline in
the number of students
volunteering in the early 1990s.
Therefore recruiters had difficulty in
finding idealistic young adults
willing to make an intensive
commitment to at-risk children. 

But the process became easier with
the arrival of AmeriCorps, the
programme of national service
initiatives established by the
administration of former President
Bill Clinton. The programme is
attracting young people who are
keen to work with grassroots
initiatives. For example, at a
Kentucky tutoring programme
called SLICE, AmeriCorps
Volunteers have helped to increase
reading comprehension by 116 per
cent in about six months (page 21).
The key to these young volunteers’
success is perseverance.

The expert knowledge and
considerable skills of the campus
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representatives were used to
enhance the training and
knowledge base of the VISTA
Volunteers so that they could
perform specialised tasks
associated with the TSU Tobacco
Prevention Program. The
AmeriCorps VISTA Volunteers
already had a good track record
from their involvement in the
wellness initiative of the Center on
Aging and Horizons
Intergenerational Wellness.
Therefore, when TSU selected the
Center for Family Wholeness as
one of its pilot tobacco coalitions,
AmeriCorps VISTA Volunteers were
well suited to help this unit achieve
its anti-tobacco goals, with the
emphasis on wellness. Also, the
VISTA Volunteers already met the
FORMT criterion; that is, they had
been trained to serve as facilitators,
organisers, resources, mobilisers
and trainers. With its command of
FORMT and the help of the TSU
training – delivered through
structured on-campus sessions,
focus group deliberations and
educational forums focusing on the
five major ways of reducing
tobacco use: (1) educational, (2)
clinical, (3) regulatory, (4)
economic, and (5) comprehensive
(The Surgeon General 2000
Report) – the on-campus
VISTA/TSU partnership extended a
‘helping hand’ to the church, thus

establishing a viable link
characteristic of the 3C Model.
Equipped with high-level skills
acquired externally (AmeriCorps
VISTA Training Program) and
internally (TSU’s Academicians’
Training Program), the VISTA
Volunteers, under the auspices of
the Center on Aging and Horizons
Intergenerational Wellness,
planned, developed, implemented
and evaluated wellness
programmes in selected churches
and senior community centres in
ten priority areas in Greater
Houston. 

The management plan made
provision for each of the twenty
volunteers to deliver services to ten
different churches. Over the past
three years (1998-2001), they have
worked in two hundred churches.
At seventy-five of the churches it
has been estimated that the work of
the volunteers has impacted on the
lives of 3,200 people by involving
them in wellness ministries. They
used their skills to train on-site
church participants in providing
services to meet the health needs
of local citizens. The volunteers
disseminated information about
illnesses, promoted the awareness,
prevention and cessation of
tobacco use and provided similar
services for housebound people.
They also conducted surveys of
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tobacco use among the church
participants, whose largest
population was African Americans.
The link between campus and
church has been strengthened by
oversight by the campus
representatives and supervision by
the Center’s director.

Church
The church, which is the focal
component of the 3C Model, has
the mission of deepening the
religious faith of believers. Its body
of knowledge, consisting of
religious education, guidance and
training, can succeed where other
institutions fail in providing solace
and encouraging hope among
people who have been
disenfranchised. Therefore, the
church proved to be fertile ground
in which the AmeriCorps VISTA
Volunteers could plant the seeds of
tobacco prevention, intervention
and cessation that would grow into
wellness. On campus, the principal
team consisted of the academicians
and the VISTA Volunteers, whereas
in the churches, the team members
were the ministers or associate
ministers and the VISTA
Volunteers. Two hundred churches
were invited to participate in the
project, and 50 per cent of the
ministers representing these
churches were initially active in
promoting the wellness initiative,

particularly the anti-tobacco
campaign. Working with the VISTA
Volunteers, they used their pulpits,
church bulletins and the Center’s
materials to encourage participants
to spread the anti-tobacco message
and to participate in the surveys.
The ministers also helped with
coalition building by making the
initial introductions that would
enable VISTA Volunteers to work
with other churches. The efforts of
these ministers enabled the
volunteers to offer services to 262
churches, of which two hundred
showed sustained interest. Viable
wellness programmes were
established or enhanced in 75 (38
per cent) of the churches (Quarterly
Report 2000, Center on Aging and
Horizons Intergenerational
Wellness, page 13). The baseline
research was conducted by
administering the Community
Survey of Tobacco Control Status
and Capacity to 3,200 respondents
who were members of the 75
churches. The major findings were
that 2,010 (63 per cent) of the
respondents were smokers, that
260 of the smokers were aged 18
to 27 and that 1,750 were aged 28
to 73. This data confirm the need
for the wellness programme to
continue in these churches. 

Community
The community at large is the
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setting for services to grassroots
populations, including medical,
social, economical, religious,
educational and civic services.
Therefore, the involvement of the
community expanded the scope of
the Center’s wellness project
because it enabled AmeriCorps
VISTA Volunteers and other
volunteers to work with a wide
range of organisations, not just the
religious organisations connected
with the churches. Therefore, more
people participated at the
community level and more derived
benefit from the project, as a result
of collaborative activities involving
grassroots coalitions and other
societal agencies or organisations
that have the same anti-tobacco
agenda. For example, the work of
the VISTA Volunteers became more
demanding and involved more
ethnic minorities (Hispanics, Asians
and Mexican Americans) as they
collaborated with representatives
from the World Youth Foundation,
Texas Department of Agriculture,
Texas Parks and Wildlife
Department, the American Lung
Association and the American
Cancer Society. The community’s
involvement has increased the
number of participants on the
project’s database from 3,200 to
6,848 (112 per cent) since the
project began in June 2000. Sixty-
eight of the participants have

already been surveyed. This
database does not include
everyone who has participated in
the Center’s tobacco initiative, only
those who have agreed to take part
in the tobacco study. With the
inclusion of the adult participants
who are not part of the study and
the teenagers who have also
participated, this means that the
awareness message has reached
around 25,000 people through
community-based print and
electronic media and through the
Center’s various activities, ranging
from a Tobacco-Free Country Youth
Rodeo to the weekly ‘Your Health’
talk show on KTSU Radio. A
separate electronic database has
been established for teenagers,
and VISTA Volunteers and
academics are analysing the data
collected from this youth
population. 

Conclusion
The strength of the tobacco
initiative of the TSU’s Center on
Aging and Horizons
Intergenerational Wellness, which
set up the partnership with the
Center for Family Wholeness
Coalition in June 2000, derives
from the commitment of the VISTA
Volunteers, who recognise the
importance of public service in
replenishing the dwindling human
and fiscal resources that are
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reducing the quality of life for
people of all ages. VISTA
Volunteers also recognise that
‘social capital’, the ability to
exercise sensitivity, is a strong
predictor of individual happiness
and quality of life in a community
(Putnam, 2001, page 21A). The
programme has a high degree of
viability owing to the constant
oversight and supervision.
However, the real value of the
programme lies in the large number
of participants who have been
positively affected by it, particularly
those whose needs are now being
met through a newly established
centre for older adults. 

The programme has merit because
it has been systematically assessed
by participatory evaluation. This
method enabled the active
involvement of everyone with a
stake in the programme: providers
(Campus – volunteers and
academicians), partners (Church –
religious institutions), beneficiaries
(Community – participants and the
representatives from various
organisations and agencies) and
other interested parties. Together,
the stakeholders diagnosed
problems, found solutions and
evaluated performance. Finally, the
programme is exemplary because
the 3C Model makes provision for
establishing links between the three

settings through the cyclic training
of those modern-day heroes and
heroines, AmeriCorps VISTA
Volunteers, who willingly apply their
skills and use their compassion to
make a difference.
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